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      No one had told her time could be compressed, that experiencing the phenomenon almost made one dizzy. 

      Ellie O’Conner closed her eyes and saw their faces. Her heart rate ticked higher. She was always calm, composed. Only an IED could shake her up. But today. Today was different. 

      The ring of the phone snapped her from a nostalgic trance, and she snatched it up.

      “Tough waiting like this, isn’t it?”

      “What?”

      “The wait. It sucks.”

      “What? Who is━” She was cut off by sharp laughter that came through the phone’s receiver and drifted across the room from behind her. She turned to see Kurt “Buck” Rogers with his field boots on his cluttered desk, clearly pleased with his own antics. 

      She turned back to her desk, slamming the phone back on its cradle. Buck. He would never learn the meaning of tact, timing, or keeping a phone line clear. One day it was going to get him killed. If not by a hostile, then certainly by a co-worker who’d lost patience with him. 

      The phone rang again. 

      Ellie rolled her eyes and looked back over her shoulder. Kurt’s desk was vacant, and he was headed toward the cold coffee pot. Her body straightened. She closed her eyes, took a deep breath, and grabbed up the receiver.

      “Go. Fifteen minutes.”

      She jumped to her feet, grabbed her canvas rucksack, and set her sunglasses on the bridge of her nose as she thrust her hip against the heavy metal door that opened to the bright Afghanistan afternoon. Her Sig Sauer P320 was tucked away at the small of her back, ten rounds nestled patiently in the magazine. She pulled open the door to the desert-colored Humvee where her driver sat with the engine running. The vehicle was moving before her door slammed shut, leaving a cloud of fine desert dust billowing in the rearview mirror. Within thirty seconds they were speeding past Camp Phoenix’s checkpoint where two heavily armed soldiers in sunglasses nodded at them.  

      “How long?” her driver asked. 

      “Fourteen.”

      He glanced at his watch and flicked his sober eyes back on the road ahead, taking a sharp left onto Kabul-Nangarhar Highway. They sped east toward the outskirts of the capital city and the snow-tipped Hindu Kush mountains, which loomed far ahead of them. 

      Ellie slid in her earpiece. There would be no chatter until their arrival at the predetermined pickup. She steadied her breathing and looked out the window at the small buildings set off the highway. It still intrigued her that so many chose to make their homes in the middle of the desert. Almost four million people out of every ethnic group in the region lived in Kabul. But today, for Ellie, there were only four. 

      She was rounding out her second year in the province, eight months longer than she or her superiors had projected, the weight and effects of which would all be compressed into the next fourteen minutes.   

      Seven hundred and nine days squeezed into the next quarter hour. 

      The events of the last two years came into focus as Ellie stared out the window: Murad was one of the finest men she had ever met. He was the reason she was here. A career dentist who, because of Ellie’s patient massaging, had become one of the CIA’s most important and trusted assets in the region.  

      Ellie had transferred here from Europe for the sole purpose of recruiting Assam as a tool for American interests, coming to him as a patient and with a cover as a journalist with Reuters. She slid her tongue against the back of her lower incisor, remembering the first procedure he performed on her. Ellie had always possessed good teeth, and that was the primary hurdle in finding a reason to go to Assam’s office as a patient. Her co-workers joked early on that they wished he had chosen chiropractic as a profession. Ellie could have recruited him much faster. As it was, a cleaning once every five to six months meant one needed to get creative in order to increase touch points without setting off any psychological or municipal alarms. 

      It was unusual in this area of the world for a female to play such a leading role with a male informant. Women were often viewed as socially and spiritually inferior to men, making it difficult for a female on the front lines of counter-terrorism to be taken seriously. Getting close enough to a male asset could quickly raise suspicion, seen as inappropriate at best, provocative at worst. Simply donning a wig and sunglasses to meet in the dark corner of a café or pub wasn’t possible like she had done in Paris or Dublin. Converting Assam had been the challenge of her career, and she had succeeded. 

      The planning and patience had finally paid off. Assam had given the CIA what they had wanted for years now: his highest-profile patient and distant cousin, Fahad Sarkaui. Sarkaui was ISIS’s third in command in the country, and up until then the CIA had yet to get near him. Assam had finally provided Ellie with information that led to a perfectly placed drone strike nearly two days ago—one that sent his cousin’s teeth and skull scattering in thirty different directions. Ellie’s primary task these last thirty-six hours was to get Assam and his family safely out of the country. 

      He gave the signal ten minutes ago: a yellow cloth placed in the far left window of the flat. Assam and his family had gone to visit his mother where she lived in a rundown area on the outskirts of the city. It was where she had grown up, and Assam had been unsuccessful in convincing her to move to a nicer area of Kabul, though he offered to pay for it himself. 

      The driver turned his watch toward his face. “Three minutes.” 

      Ellie’s breathing was perfectly tuned to her slow heartbeat, a testimony to the level of control and discipline she had over her body. Nothing rattled her unless she allowed it to. But now, with one hundred seconds until the extraction, an unusual sensation settled beneath her skin. Her nerves were crawling, her stomach sour. One of the first rules of the game was to not get attached to anyone on the outside. You tilled the ground of your assets until they became a fictional family - never the real thing - always keeping them at an arm's length. But Ellie had quietly broken that rule with this family over six months ago. It had been a decision where her heart followed her mind and, not as one might expect, the other way around. She knew that if this was going to be her life, then she was no longer going to live simply as a calculating machine. She had done enough of that for the six years prior to her Afghan tour. She was in the people business, and at the right times, one had to care about the right kind of people. 

      Assam’s family were the right kind of people. 

      His wife, Vida, was gracious and kind. Assam’s ten-year-old son, Ibrahim, had a sober and contemplative personality that contrasted with his little sister, Khalida. The six-year-old girl was fully energetic, and her spirited personality poured out of her. Ellie still kept a little straw doll on her pillow that Khalida had made for her. In the last ten years, Ellie had been back home to Florida to visit only twice. Her role with the Agency afforded her no other opportunities to do so, as much as she would have liked it. In many ways, the Murads had become a second family to Ellie. She would go for dinner at their home a couple times each month and sit with them until late in the evenings talking about the war, their culture, and their collective hopes for the future of their country. 

      The Humvee exited the highway and turned left under the darkened underpass. Its two passengers bounced up and down on the uneven road as it dodged potholes and split asphalt. Ellie reached into her sack, pulled out a black hijab, and wrapped it loosely around her head. She looked into her side view mirror and saw their escort pull in behind them, another Humvee carrying four armed soldiers. 

      “Arrived,” her earpiece chirped.  

      They pulled up hard at the corner, and Ellie stared out her window at the rusty metal door nestled on the side of the old, five-story, plastered building. “Come on,” she muttered. Nothing. The driver looked at his watch and lowered his head as he swung his eyes around and surveyed the windows and roofs of the buildings around them. “Come on,” she said again to the door, as if the words had magical powers to accomplish her bidding. 

      Ellie’s earpiece came to life. “Zero tango,” a man’s voice whispered. “Negative thirty seconds.”

      Her eyes were glued to the door. “Eagle, how’s it looking up there?” she asked firmly. 

      “Clear,” a deep voice crackled. Two armed CIA snipers were on surrounding rooftops, keeping watch for unwelcome activity. 

      Suddenly, the metal door flung open, and Ellie shot out of the Humvee. Three doors belonging to the vehicle behind opened, and as many men in desert fatigues and helmets poured out with their HK416 automatic rifles drawn. They stepped onto the sidewalk and scanned the landscape. A tall, bearded man wearing a grey perahan tunban emerged from the doorway carrying a little girl across his body. Her arms and legs were wrapped tightly around her father. Ellie wanted to smile and tell the girl it was going to be all right, but there was no time. Her father was trailed by a middle-aged lady with her hand resting protectively on the head of her young son. Like his parents, Ibrahim’s pupils were dilated wide with fear and urgency. The foursome moved quickly, their heads held low. “This way,” Ellie said. “Quickly.” Her eyes darted from the family to the buildings surrounding them. It was only fifteen feet from the metal door to the escort. 

      Suddenly, two loud “pops” filled the air. Vida’s hand came off the head of her son as her body lifted violently off the ground and was flung into the side of the building she had just exited. 

      “Vida!” Assam screamed and turned toward his wife. 

      “Assam, no!” Ellie yelled. “We have to go!”

      “Mama!” Ibrahim screamed. Another “pop” and Ibrahim’s body crumpled to the ground. His father turned to him in horror. “No!” 

      The American soldiers behind them scanned their surroundings in vain for the shooter, then moved in to cover Assam.

      “Do you have eyes?” Ellie yelled angrily into her mic.

      “Negative.”

      Assam swiveled toward Ellie and shifted his daughter into her arms. He turned and ran back to the bodies of his wife and his son lying lifeless on the concrete, dark blood pooling underneath them. “Vida!” Assam yelled again, squatting over her and shaking her shoulder. He turned to his son as a full round of bullets hit the building, spraying pieces of concrete into his face. He ducked and turned a face filled with horror toward Ellie. “Go!” he choked out. “Take Khalida. Go!” 

      “Assam, you have to━”

      “Go!” he yelled. “Go now! Save her, Ellie!”

      Ellie’s earpiece was squawking with furious commands. Instinctively, Ellie knew the proper decision. Take the girl and go. Now. But the smallest of moments kept her staring into Assam’s eyes, wanting to scream at him one last time to come, to get in the escort.

      A soft hiss quickly grew loud and filled the air. 

      No, she thought. No. 

      She didn’t need to turn to know what was coming toward them. Assam’s eyes grew wider as they found the rocket flying through the air behind Ellie and the Humvee. He shifted his vision to his youngest child clutched in the embrace of his American friend. His eyes met Ellie's. They were not angry. Only darkened with sadness, confusion, and questions that would never be answered. 

      A man’s voice was screaming through her earpiece. She held Khalida tighter, turned, and darted toward the vehicle just as the missile struck behind her. The blast twisted Ellie’s body around and tore the young girl from her arms. Ellie landed with the small of her back pressed against the passenger seat cushion of the Humvee. 

      A soldier darted toward her, the butt of his gun still wedged into his shoulder, his eyes frantically scanning the area. “Ellie!” he screamed. She felt a strong hand reach around her upper arm and forcefully pull her onto the seat and into a sitting position. She leaned back, and the door slammed shut. Ellie shook her head, clearing her mind, and flung the door open. “No!” she yelled. Her head was spinning. Ellie watched the soldier pick the girl up off the pavement. “Give her to me,” she said and reached out. He quickly but gently slid her into Ellie’s arms and shut the door. Her driver was too professional for her to need to scream at him to go. No sooner had Ellie’s door shut than he floored the pedal, and they darted off just as the sound of another missile hissed through the air above them. The atmosphere rocked around them as a second explosion found its mark where they had just been sitting. 

      Ellie’s mind was clearing by the second, but her ears were still ringing. The world sounded muted. Like she was underwater in a calm serenity while chaos ensued above. 

      She looked down at Khalida who was limp in her arms. “Khalida?” she said. “Honey?” The girl’s hijab had been torn off in the blast, and her small face was peppered with dirt and small bits of concrete. Ellie sat her up on her lap and let the girl’s head rest back on her shoulder as she assessed her condition.

      She looked down and saw it. Her small white shirt had bloomed red. Ellie tore against the buttons, and the fabric moved away from Khalida’s body. Ellie’s breath stopped. A long piece of twisted shrapnel three inches wide was lodged just below her navel. 

      “What happened? Report!” her earpiece squawked. She reached up and yanked it out. Her driver looked at the fifty-pound body lying across Ellie, and the vehicle lurched forward as he accelerated. With her left hand, Ellie unzipped her backpack and grabbed an embroidered scarf. It was to be a gift for the girl’s mother. She had packed something for all of them for the fifteen-minute drive back to base, the gifts intended to distract their troubled minds until they were safe inside the American compound. 

      Ellie carefully laid the girl across her lap to slow the drain of blood, then gently wrapped the scarf around the metal and pressed on the outside of the wound to mitigate the flow of blood. The girl's face was pale and clammy. 

      “Hurry, Ron.”

      

      A half-hour later Ellie stood in the small operating room at Camp Phoenix and watched the doctor pull down his blue surgical mask. His latex gloves snapped as he pulled them from his hands. He looked at the clock and sighed.

      “Time of death, fourteen thirty-seven.”

      Ellie blinked against the impossibility. How had this happened? All four of them were gone. Gone. For what? Why? Rage overcame grief as Ellie pushed at the door and stepped into the painted cinder block hallway. She threw open the outside door and was blinded by the mid-afternoon sun while she crossed the sandy street. She quickly passed a few shipping containers and stormed through an entrance leading to another cement building. Her hands were clenched and her shoulders stiff. She walked to the end of the hall and threw the door open, her shoes moving from the bare concrete of the hallway to carpet.  

      Ryan Wilcox sat behind his military-issue desk with his narrow face looking fatigued and heavy brown eyes set on his case officer.   

      “Ellie,” he said. “I’m sor━”

      “What the hell happened, Ryan?” she snapped. “Who was it?” Her small nostrils flared, and she loomed over the desk with the energy of a panther who had found its dinner.

      “I don’t know yet.”

      “What do you mean you don’t know?” 

      “Come on, Ellie! You know I’m looking for answers. As soon as I hear back from Langley or Berlin, you’ll be the first to know.” He ran a hand through his hair. “We did everything right. It wasn’t us.” 

       She pointed toward the building across the street. “There is a dead six-year-old girl on a cold metal table in the building next door. You want to go have a look at her?”

      “Oh no,” he said softly. “She didn’t make it?”

      “Or we can take a short ride, and I can show you the pieces of her parents and her brother?”

      Ryan took a long, slow breath. “I know you’re upset - you should be.”

      “Upset?” Her tone was incredulous. “We are the damn CIA, Ryan! This kind of thing isn’t supposed to happen. Someone didn’t keep a tight enough lip about this, and they knew. They knew when and where we were coming. This was a mistake on our side. Our side, Ryan. Some moron in a tie is to blame for...for this.” She shook her head and set her jaw tight, blinking hard to keep back the tears. 

      She plopped into a wide upholstered chair in front of Ryan’s desk and slicked a hand down her face. She closed her eyes and immediately recognized the mistake. All she saw was blood. Not her own. 

      She opened her eyes and stared at a fixed spot on the floor. Assam and his family were just another number in this American crusade. Besides her and the few people involved in today’s mission, no one on this side of things would even remember them. No one ultimately cared that a husband, a wife, and two innocent children had been murdered today. Ryan did. The soldiers out there with her today did. But the suits behind mahogany and walnut desks did not. This family had been murdered because someone made a deal where it was beneficial for them to let Assam’s name slip. Not just his name. His time and place of extraction too. 

      Her boss stood and walked to the front of his desk. He sat back on the corner. At forty-eight, Ryan Wilcox was almost fifteen years her senior. The short hair on his temples was beginning to show gray, and the crow’s feet stamped around his eyes were deepening. He looked down on his agent. The blood on Ellie’s shirt was darker now that it was dry. The skin on her knees was gone, the side of her face littered with tiny cuts. 

      “Are you okay? Have you been looked at?”

      “I’m fine, Ryan.”

      “Ellie, look. I know this is hard on you. You were close to them. It’s hard for me too.” Ryan brought his fingers up and slowly rubbed his temples. “I hate that this happened, and I’ll do whatever I can to find out who’s to blame. Your training doesn’t exempt you from feeling shock. Just go get checked out and get some rest. We can talk about it in a couple─”

      “No, Ryan.” Her voice was icy now. She paused, allowing a heavy silence to fill the room. “I’m done. I’m done with whatever it is that you think we’re doing.”

      “Ellie, Assam made his own choices. He knew the risks.”

      Ellie’s head snapped up, and her eyes burned into those of her boss. “He trusted us. He trusted me. There is no good reason why this happened. None. We’ve got billions of dollars and thousands of the world's finest behind us.” 

      “Ellie. You’re the best officer I have out here. Your experience and training are unmatched. I can’t just make a call and replace you.”

      “Replace me? Why would you need to do that?” she hurled back. “The very reason I was brought out here is in a hundred pieces in a back alley across town. You don’t get it, Ryan. I’m not quitting.” She paused again and lowered her voice. “I’m opting out.”

      Her superior lifted a brow.

      “I came into the Agency because I love my country and wanted to make a difference. I moved into handling assets because I no longer believed what I was doing for the Agency was the right thing to do. I believed in what I was doing here. But the bureaucracy and the incompetence comes with a price I’m not willing to pay any longer. What happened today should never happen. Never. We both know that. But it did, and it’s happening all over the Agency with more frequency than ever. This wasn’t a technological mistake or a training failure, Ryan. Somebody, somewhere on our side, leveraged that family to get something in return.” She shook her head. “I’m not going to do it anymore. I’m not going to ask good people to put their lives and the lives of those they love at risk just so they can further some fat suit’s agenda in Washington or wherever they happen to be. Some moron who’s going to kiss babies and shake hands and never really know about what happened here today because he doesn’t really care.”

      Ryan stood up and went back to his chair. “Where will you go?”

      “Home. I’ve been gone for too long anyway. I’m thirty-four. It’s time I learned what it’s like to live a normal life. I want a dog. I want to get back out on the water. I want to breathe again.”

      “So my best trained and most experienced officer is going to move to South Florida and spend the rest of her life fishing? You can’t be serious.”

      “I haven’t figured all that out yet.” The tinny smell of drying blood drifted into her nose. “I just know I’m out.”

      Her boss calmly searched her eyes. He had never known Ellie to make any decision driven by emotion. This was personal, that much was obvious, but he knew well enough that it wasn’t the primary factor in her decision. He tossed his hands up. “What can I say? I’m not going to convince you. To be honest, I respect you too much to try.”

      “Thanks, Ryan.”

      “Your renewal is coming up in three weeks. I’m guessing that’s when you’re stepping out?”

      She nodded.

      “Okay,” he conceded reluctantly. “Well, you know the drill. I’ll have to restrict your access and bury you in exit reports.” He raised his eyebrows. “You’re sure about this?”

      She winced as she rose from the chair and headed toward the door. “I have to take a shower.”
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      Pete Wellington throttled down on his NauticStar 22XS, and the Yamaha 200 four-stroke that powered it eased the spin of its rotor. He brought the boat to a stop, dropped anchor, backed down on it, and set it. He shut off the engine, grabbed his YETI coffee cup, and sat on the flip-down bench positioned at the stern, then closed his eyes and breathed in the cool air sitting over the waters of the Sound. This was his respite, his blood pressure medication. At his old age, some people went on walks, bike rides, or to those group workout sessions at the local gym, but Pete’s battery was recharged by being the only person out on the water. It was only him all alone in the vastness, producing an intimacy with nature that couldn’t be bought with a charter or an African safari. 

      Each Friday Pete’s alarm went off at three-fifteen in the morning. He would be out on the water within thirty minutes, when the shrimpers were still a couple hours from coming back in and before the deep sea boats headed out to their favorite spots. Times like this, out here alone in the inky blackness, it felt like the world was his. Sometimes he would throw a hook in and see if he could come up with a snook or a snapper, but most Friday mornings he would just sit here on the bench seat, close his eyes, and listen to the wind blow gentle sheets of air across the water. 

      He took a sip of his coffee and felt the hot liquid run down the back of his throat. The preferred choice was black: no cream or sugar. If he didn’t drink it all, the YETI would still have it warm at dinner. But he would finish it within the next hour.

      A fish - he guessed a mullet - flipped out of the water behind him and made a loud splash as it re-entered. He waited and listened. They usually jumped out two or three times before moving on. 

      Voices. He heard voices. Murmurs, too far away to make out, but in a cadence that wasn’t English. Spanish, perhaps. He opened his eyes, and his brows lowered. The sounds were coming from behind the darkened shape of a small cluster of mangroves on his port side. Pete stood up and walked to the bow, stopped and listened again.

      “...date prisa!” It was all he could make out. The Spanish voices were muffled and spoken in low tones. Curious, Pete moved back to the console and turned on the single outboard motor. He gently moved the throttle and, after backing over the anchor and pulling it, idled his way around the vegetation. He hit the switch that turned off the LED canopy lights and the green underwater lights, then killed the engine as the coastal shrubs slid away from him. 

      He could just make out a speedboat bathed in soft red light a hundred yards out. What looked like a barrel was floating in the water next to it with dim yellow light streaming out of the top. Pete didn’t know enough of the language to make out any of it. A crease formed between his brows. He squatted and pulled up on the ring to the deck’s small storage compartment. Looking in, he found his binoculars and drew them out, then walked back to the stern. Setting the glasses to his eyes, he squinted and slid a finger across the focus knob. The scene in the water sharpened. Several men were scrambling around the speedboat carrying black packages. One man was leaning over the side, looking into the barrel. The boat was thirty-eight to forty feet in Pete’s opinion. He couldn’t make out the brand etched onto the side, but by its size, outline, and the three outboards locked onto the transom, he guessed it to be a Nor-tech. If he was right, he was looking at a half-million-dollar boat. 

      He looked back to the barrel and blinked hard. A man’s arms appeared at the top of it, coming up from the inside. The arms pushed a black package up to the man looking down from the boat. Pete’s stomach clenched. That was no barrel. He took a couple steps toward the stern, set the binoculars back to his eyes, and focused on the tube coming out of the water. He could see water slightly displaced on two sides of it, as if something was just under the surface of the barrel. He removed the field glasses and brought a hand up to his forehead. He rubbed his brow, and his heart beat a little faster. He swallowed hard as he realized what he had just stumbled onto. Something he’d heard distant stories of somewhere far out in the real world and had seen plenty of times on television shows. It was a drug exchange. And the barrel was no barrel. It was a small, privately-engineered narco-sub. Semi-submersibles could carry several tons of product worth one to two hundred million dollars. He knew they had become popular with Mexican cartels as another covert means to avoid U.S. radar and sneak their cargo into the States. Most of the waters in the Sound would be too shallow for even a small submarine to get through. Whoever these guys were, they knew these waters well and were exactly where they wanted to be.

      He swallowed again and stepped back into the console. His favorite place on Earth had just become the last place he wanted to be. As far as he could tell, no one had seen him. All the lights on his boat were off, but the white powder-coated paint of the canopy was reflecting the light from the quarter moon. All he had to do was slip back behind the cover of the mangroves and he should be all right. 

      He placed the binoculars on the seat and stepped over to the keys that protruded from the ignition. He held his breath and turned them, keeping his eyes on the scene ahead. The engine growled to life and began to churn water behind him. Pete turned the wheel and brought the throttle up an inch. The motor growled louder and pushed the boat forward, and he turned the boat around and slowly retraced his previous wake.

      He was still holding his breath.

      The boat did not have a marine radio, and Pete never brought his cell phone out with him on a Friday morning. There was no need to. At least, not the last five hundred times he’d come out here. Now, all he could think of was getting back to the marina and calling the Sheriff's Office. The back of his neck warmed as his anger grew within. Drug dealers in his own backyard. Every few years you heard rumors of the Coast Guard reportedly finding a rogue package of drugs floating on the water somewhere around. Drug movement on a scale that required a narco sub was unheard of in these quiet parts. At least, he thought so. Apparently it was happening right under their noses while Pine Island slept and dreamt of fish and piña coladas. 

      A muffled drone hit Pete’s ears, one above the noise of his own engine. He turned and saw the shiny glint of a boat hull and the whitecaps made by its high wake. The hair on his arms stood up, and he shot the throttle up as high as it would go. It was another seven miles to his slip at the marina. The bow tilted upward as the boat shot forward and quickly reached its top speed of eighteen knots, a speed that was impressive for an engine of this size yet no match for the three outboards strapped to the boat behind him, each of them likely running at four hundred horses. They would be on him in thirty seconds. 

      His fishing tackle was back home, most importantly the fillet knife that accompanied it. Pete’s handgun was resting quietly in his nightstand drawer. He had nothing with which to defend himself if it came down to that. 

      He looked over his shoulder. The boat had already covered half the distance. Somehow a serene morning had turned into the run of his life. This couldn’t be real. Not here. 

      A voice yelled out to him. He kept on. It yelled again. The speedboat gunned up to his starboard and matched his speed. Four Hispanic men were staring at him, one waving him down. He smiled politely, nervously, but didn’t slow, kept his hands on the wheel. The men called out again, their tones becoming increasingly angry. Pete could see the lights atop the Matlacha Pass bridge about a mile out. He didn’t have to make it back to the marina. He just had to make it to Matlacha. There he could shoot into one of the canals off Island Avenue, jump out, and run for his life. 

      The speedboat eased down, and Pete’s NauticStar was alone once again. He felt some tension exit his muscles, and he turned back to see where they had gone. Panic filled his chest as he heard their engines roar again, and the other vessel shot forward to his boat’s port side. The boat blazed past him and turned hard directly in front of his bow. He threw the throttle down to prevent a head-on collision, and the speed boat moved out and around his stern.

      They were doing circles around him, leaving him stationary, their furious wake spraying a fine mist of salt water into his face. They were willing to risk a collision with the knowledge that their boat would take an impact better. Pete grimaced and turned the engine off, tossed his hands up in defeat, and brought them back to rest on the wheel. The speed boat slowed and came in swaying at his starboard. The NauticStar bobbed hard in the high wake their antics had created. 

      A thin man with a thin mustache grabbed the speed boat's gunwale with one hand and raised another toward Pete. Another man shined a spotlight on Pete. “Hey, mi amigo!” the man yelled over their engines. “Podemos hablar?”

      Pete’s bushy eyebrows lowered, and he raised a fist and extended a middle finger. The four men laughed. He was seventy-two now, and there was one of him, but Pete Wellington wasn’t going down without a fight. He had seen what he had seen. They had seen him see it. 

      “Eh, Mister!” the man called out again. “You talk, yes?”

      “No!” Pete growled back. 

      “What you doing? It...is dark...early, yes?” 

      “That’s none of your damn business,” he snapped.

      “We talk.” The man nodded like he had made a decision. He stepped onto his gunwale and jumped off, landing on the deck of the NauticStar, which now drifted over the other boat’s wake.

      “Get the hell off my boat!” Pete stepped out of the console and faced the man. A chill went down his back. The man seemed amused, indifferent to the anger in the eyes of the older man before him, anger generated by the fact that he had boarded another man’s boat without consent. His eyes twinkled with a pleasure that made Pete feel like a mouse before a herd of cats. 

      Pete didn’t hear the second man jump off the speedboat and land nimbly behind him. He didn’t see the gun tucked in the small of the man’s back nor did he see the man grab it. He had no time to process the cold steel making contact with the back of his head before everything went dark.
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      Ellie looked patiently through the Nightforce scope and tuned in to her breathing and heart rate. Her desert brown McMillan Tactical was chambered in a .338 Lapua, ready for her final shot of the morning. She had adjusted from her previous shots and had most recently dialed in a degree on her scope’s external windage knob to take into account the growing breeze coming off the ocean a mile to the west. Her target was eight hundred yards downrange, a sixteen-inch gong made of AR500 steel, painted white with a small black dot to indicate center. It hung from a railroad tie using transport chain. She slowly pressed the two-pound trigger. The trigger was light, one pound less than the factory or tactical standard, but she liked to be surprised when the bullet discharged. It made for a crisp execution that minimized the chance of pulling the shot and contributed to greater accuracy. 

      The gun jumped into her shoulder as the bullet exploded and slid out of the twenty-seven-inch barrel at three thousand feet per second. Ellie waited less than a second, and the target jerked and swung back and forth on its chains.  

      “You shoot like a girl,” a deep voice said behind her.

      Ellie smiled but didn’t look back. She took her hand off the gun and waited.  

      “Eight inches, left.”

      Her lips tightened. Not bad. But not her best either. At this distance anything within ten inches was golden. 

      “Overall groupings were wide on me by one and a quarter inches. That means that today, compared to me, you lose. How does that feel? Losing to me again?”

      Ellie rose up from her prone position and came to rest on her knees. She smiled back at Tyler Borland, who, at six feet two inches, stood four inches taller than she when she was on her feet. A red, sun-faded ball cap with gray stitching reading Hornady was pulled low over his forehead and served as a permanent fixture on his body. Ellie had never seen him without it, and he was unmoving in his conviction that the hat had been there when his mother brought him into the world. 

      “Seeing that you generally set the bar so low, it feels terrible,” she countered.

      “Ouch. If I respected you more, that would have hurt.”

      She leaned over, grabbed her pencil, and scratched down her final numbers. As a safety precaution, Ellie slid the bolt through the empty chamber, then lifted her gun. She gathered up her mat and gear and came to her feet. She slung the gun strap over her shoulder and looked at Tyler. His eyes were a deep green, like they were made from tiny strips of woven palm fronds. His sandy brown hair fell just over his ears, and he kept a couple days’ worth of stubble over a square, cleft chin that looked like a child had poked him at the edge and the skin had never folded back out. 

      “If you respected me any more, I would own you,” she grinned. “Come on. I’ve got to get back.” 

      She grabbed her bag and stepped onto the dirt path whose center was worn clean of any grass. It led to Reticle’s offices and training center a quarter mile away. Tyler slid the Vortex Viper spotting scope into its canvas case, zipped it up, and handed it to Ellie. The two had met six months ago, less than a week after her arrival in Florida. They shared a mutual passion for shooting long-range precision rifles, and it didn’t take them long to establish a standing meeting each week where they shot their chosen rifle and acted as a spotter for the other. Tyler had moved to Lee County from West Texas only two years earlier and secured the land and licensing to open up Reticle, the only long-range shooting range in the area. If fifty women in Lee County had been interested in long-range shooting then, it doubled almost overnight when Tyler showed up. Everyone knew it didn’t have much to do with precision shooting as much as it had to do with precision fishing. The ladies were drawn to him the way a redfish was drawn to a swimming lure, but Tyler wasn’t interested in their advances. He had been married back in Texas but wasn’t now. Ellie had yet to get him to talk about what had gone wrong. Whatever had happened back in Texas was painful enough for Tyler to close up like a gun safe with the hinges welded shut. 

      Ellie took in a deep breath of the thick, humid air. Being back home was a surge of moisture to her dry, saltwater veins. After twelve years with the Agency, she was finally on the edge of what was beginning to feel like a normal life. She had arrived stateside six months ago, spending the first three weeks at Langley in exit interviews, debriefings, and paperwork. As soon as she was given the nod to walk out the door for good, she went straight to the airport and boarded the first flight to Fort Myers, then took the forty-five minute drive west. 

      Being back home didn’t require as much of a psychological adjustment as her exit shrink at Langley had informed her it would. Up until her decision to leave the United States’ most clandestine organization, she had spent her entire adult life as one of the Agency’s most efficient and lethal undercover operatives, running covert operations all over the globe. At twenty-two, two months before she had graduated from the University of Florida with a degree in linguistics, she’d been approached by the CIA to come work for them. Three months and four rounds of interviews later, she had accepted an offer to work at headquarters in Virginia as a wire analyst. In that role she reviewed recordings from the field, detecting hidden meanings in foreign voice inflection before filing them away or sending her notes back to those who needed them in the field. It was mundane and uneventful, but she understood the game. Stay true to what’s in front of you, and new opportunities will open up. It’s what her father had always taught her. And open up they did. Her second year in, she had been tapped to enter a new program, one that would take her onto the international stage and slip her into the darkest shadows of geopolitical conflict. 

      She’d entered a vigorous training program that lasted eighteen months and brought her into the extreme heats of Dead Valley, the bitter colds of North Dakota, the frigid waters of Alaska, and the Daintree Forests of Australia. When it was complete, she and the six others that made up TEAM 99 - a total of five men, two women - were considered among the seven deadliest assassins the Agency had produced on this side of the Cold War. No one outside of their immediate management knew of the team’s existence. Even their trainers, while given precise instructions for the team’s maturation, were not privy to the team’s purpose or mission. They were black-ops and belonged to the darkest corner of the CIA’s Special Operations Group. For six years they’d carried out hits on the most sensitive of targets and covertly gathered intelligence on foreign troublemakers. Ellie had been surprised by the offer to train for such an elite team, but Langley had hired her for such a role from the very beginning. Between high school and college, Ellie had learned three languages fluently: French, Portuguese, and Russian. Her SAT score was three missed answers less than a perfect 1600, all of them in math. She had spent her teenage years achieving the level of black belt in Brazilian jiu jitsu and had consistently ranked on top in national youth tournaments for sharp shooting. By the time she was fifteen, she could regularly hit a matchstick at a hundred yards with a .22 rifle. Langley had only given her the desk job to keep her under watch and to test her patience and analytical skills. 

      Everyone on the new team had come in with prior military experience - everyone but her - each of them already elite fighters in their own rights. But her specialized skills and brilliant mind had kept her from appearing or feeling inferior to her teammates. During their year-and-a-half of training, she quickly rose to the top, and, when they were finally deployed, she was second in command to the brilliant and fully apt Voltaire. Voltaire had formerly been a Captain with the Army Rangers and led the team with a humble intensity that was fueled by his need to execute each mission cleanly and bring each member of the team back home safely. The team operated well together, and, for six years out of their home base in Brussels, they carried out mission after mission, successfully eliminating threats to national security and to the U.S.’s foreign operations. They were finally disbanded. Budget cuts was the formal reason, but Ellie knew it went deeper than that, although she wasn’t exactly sure what. The timing, though, had been uncanny. Her last mission, an assassination scheduled in Saint Petersburg, Russia, was disrupted when she discovered an envelope on the nightstand of her hotel room earlier that evening. Who had placed it there and how they had gotten access to the room, Ellie never did find out. The contents of the envelope were, upon a cursory review, alarming but quickly moved to disturbing. The majority of the time, Ellie’s team had not been given full reports on their targets. Faces, locations, transportation habits, associations, but rarely exhaustive details that were unnecessary to the mission. They got in, they got out, satisfied that they had scored a small but true victory for their country. But, that evening in Saint Petersburg, Ellie had spent over an hour cross-legged on her bed, reviewing new intel - papers, photos, sound recordings - on her target. His name was Boris Sokolov, that much she knew, an aspiring oligarch who had spent the last fifteen years consolidating his wealth into controlling interests in bioenergy corporations. Ellie had also been advised that he was a primary backer of Mother Russia’s broad and audacious attempts at hacking America’s national security systems. But, if the information in front of her was correct, he was being targeted by Ellie’s government for putting in a competitive bid for oil contracts in Iraq, which had amassed considerable support with his people at the UN. Ellie had reviewed the new intel until she was confident it was accurate, that she wasn’t being duped by misinformation or someone with allegiances different from her own.  

      That night, when Ellie had Sokolov in the center of her sights, she had pulled the shot - an easy three hundred yards with minimal crosswind - and the bullet landed in the wall five inches in front of his face. It took two months for the damage caused by the concrete chips to fully heal, but he had gotten off with his life. Ellie never found out if the disbanding of her team was the doing of whoever had provided her with the information. The older she got, the less she believed in coincidences. 

      Over the course of their six years together, only one member of TEAM 99 had been killed. Faraday, the only other female on the team. She had been hit by a sniper round while exiting a building in Mogadishu. The subsequent investigation had revealed that her exit from the rooftop had been sloppy, and they made her before she slipped back into the stairwell. While in Afghanistan, and through diligent digging, Ellie had discovered Faraday's true identity. Sarah Cornish. Outside of her relationship with Voltaire, Ellie had grown the closest with Faraday, close being a highly relative word seeing as they couldn’t reveal much about their true selves. After the failed mission in Saint Petersburg, their team leader, Mortimer, called her back to Brussels into his mahogany-laden office and presented Ellie with two choices. She could exit the CIA with a thank-you and a pat on the back, or she could request reassignment into a role that was more traditional. She chose the latter and moved into her new position as a case officer, a role that would require more interpersonal relations and challenges. She left Brussels two days later and was sent back to Langley for three months of training, much less than what was typical but shortened because of her previous experience in tradecraft and espionage. Back in Virginia she became proficient in asset recruitment and handling and was immersed into a study of the local customs and culture of Kabul. Then, before her first assignment in her new role, she had come home to Pine Island to visit for two months before shipping out to Afghanistan, where she remained until choosing to step away from it all that fateful day in Kabul six months ago. Being back home underneath the generous Florida sun and gently bobbing on its water had been healing these last six months. Paradise had a way of helping you forget your guilt. 

      Just not all of it.  

      Now, as her feet pressed into the sand-washed path back to Reticle’s offices, she looked over at Tyler and asked, “Tomorrow’s Friday night. You want to come hang at The Salty Mangrove or go see a movie?”

      “I can’t tomorrow. I promised Hank I would go to the gun show with him up in Tampa. You could come too, you know.”

      “You guys have fun. Maybe another time.” 

      “I’d have you back before bedtime,” he said. “And bring you home sober.”

      “Right…” she laughed. “I’m going to lay low this weekend. You should come fishing sometime. There’s a lot of good snapper in the Sound right now.”

      “Fishin’,” he said, slowly shaking his head. “I’ve told you a hundred times, Ellie, I don’t do boats. Not unless it’s tied bow and stern to a piling and has a mound full of dry dirt underneath it.”

      “I’ll never understand how you can live in Florida, be five minutes from the ocean, and never get out on the water. You might as well live on Mars.”

      He wagged his finger toward her. “Now you’re talking. See, I was going to wait to tell you this, but I’ve been spending my evenings building a spaceship in the back office. You’re welcome to come back and take a look. I put a couple really cool engine deal-ies on it. Even started on a spacesuit, but I ran out of duct tape and superglue.”

       “You sure are a scaredy cat for a man who likes guns and gravy.”

      “I like to know what’s inside things. That’s why I don’t enjoy hot dogs, ocean water, or all those energy drinks that everyone seems to like so much. I have it on good authority that one contains pig rectum, the other definitely has sharks, and the last I’m pretty sure is only slightly filtered monster pee.”

      Ellie raised her brows. “Monster pee?”

      “Indeed. I saw a documentary about it on Hulu, so it has to be true.”

      ”Still doesn’t mean you’re not a scaredy cat.”

      “I’m not scared. I’m wise. But if you want to catch me some fish, I’ll eat them. I’m just not going to go look for them on purpose outside of a restaurant or a grocery store. The water gives me the willies.”

      Ellie looked down the path and saw a large man approaching. He had thick arms and a lineman’s neck. A duffle bag was slung over a shoulder and a rifle clutched in his meaty right hand. “Ellie, Tyler. How are you two?” he asked. The man was Augie Smith, a Lieutenant in the U.S. Coast Guard and posted at the USCG’s station at Fort Myers Beach. He was one of Reticle’s first monthly charter members and could be seen somewhere within the boundaries of the training facility at least a couple times a week. He was a good marksman, getting better, trying to make good on a promise to himself that one day he would best both of the people now standing in front of him. 

      “Hey, Augie. You’re here early,” Tyler said. “You working the late shift today?”

      “Yep. They have us running night patrol the next couple of weeks. Word on the water is that Border Protection surveillance has spotted a few runners lately. One of them was intercepted last week. Nabbed a few kilos.”

      “Where?” Ellie asked. 

      “Cape Haze. Just across Charlotte Harbor. Little rats were tucked in at Turtle Bay unloading.” 

      “Was that in the news?” Tyler asked. “I didn’t hear anything about it.”

      Augie repositioned his duffle strap on his shoulder. “Yeah, well, you won’t. Someone on the city council wants to keep it hush. Drug dealers running in these waters?”

      “You don’t easily come back from that,” Tyler finished.

      Augie snapped his fingers. “Boom. Give the man a prize.”

      “I’ve already got the prize,” Tyler said, grinning. He nodded toward Augie’s rifle. “You haven’t beat me with that yet.”

      “I will. I will. Give it time.” He smiled and nodded with a polite urgency. “Anyway, I’ll see you both later. I don’t have a lot of time out here today.”

      They said their goodbyes, and Ellie and Tyler continued charting down the path.

      “I hate that,” Ellie said. 

      “What?”

      “Drugs. Running around a place like this. I know every place in the world has an underbelly, but I don’t like hearing about it being in my own backyard.” 

      “I’m sure it’s not much,” Tyler said dismissively. “If it was, they would have to notify the public for safety reasons. You heard Augie. They caught the guys. That’ll dissuade them, and they’ll look for cleaner entry points.” 

      Somehow that failed to relieve a nagging at the bottom of Ellie’s stomach. “Yeah, maybe.”

      They came to Reticle’s main building and stopped. It was a one-story, stucco structure that housed small locker rooms for ladies and men, a gun shop, and a smith shop in the rear. Besides the eight-hundred yard range they shot at today, Tyler’s setup boasted two five-hundred yard lanes, three three-hundred yard lanes, and twenty outdoor handgun stalls. Ellie swung her rifle off her shoulder and clutched it between her fingers. “I’m going to head inside and give this girl a cleaning.”

      Tyler sighed, almost reluctantly, and started walking away. “And I have a class to teach with ten women who I’m pretty sure aren’t all that interested in shooting.”

      “Quit complaining. You enjoy it.”

      “I enjoy it more than hot dogs.”

      Within twenty minutes her rifle was clean, reassembled, secured in her personal locker, and she was in her truck headed home.
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      Reticle was situated a few miles north of Florida State Road 78, at the southwest corner of Yucca Penns Preserve, just two miles from the Gulf of Mexico lining Florida’s western edge. The air whipped through Ellie’s long, honey-blonde hair as she turned her dark grey Chevy Silverado west onto Pine Island Road, named after the long stretch of land that Ellie called home. 

      Pine Island, Florida was the largest island in the tropical state and began its northward ascent just above its more famous cousin, Sanibel, ending seventeen miles later in Charlotte Harbor. It stood apart from Sanibel and neighbors like Captiva Island and Cayo Costa in that it had no beaches to speak of. Their sugar-sand beaches so attractive to tourists were noticeably absent on Pine Island. The locals considered such a topographical anomaly a major contribution to the island’s perpetual charm. Instead of beaches, its circumference was fringed with generous mangrove forests whose branches were teeming with roseate spoonbills, wood storks, and pelicans, its underwater root systems swarming with snapper, snook, and redfish, making the Sound the perfect environment for dolphins and manatees. 

      The Old Florida feeling of Pine Island was maintained by the continued resistance to any major development or construction projects that would indubitably replace the warm and trusting atmosphere of the island with cold, impersonal progress. Hiking trails, kayak and canoe waterways, and ancient Indian shell mounds added to its charm in a state that was quickly becoming over-commercialized. The tourists came and locals stayed on for the island’s secluded, small-town atmosphere, and, outside of seasonal tourism, the locals supported themselves by fishing, fruit and palm farming, and a funky art community. Stepping onto Pine Island was like entering into the kind of story you would hear while sitting at the feet of a benevolent grandfather, listening to him talk of the old days when life moved slower and stress wasn’t a thing. It’s where Ellie had grown up and where, for her entire adult life, the best parts of her had longed to return. 

      Ellie eased down on the brake, and the truck slowed at the four-way stop sign where Pine Island Road and Stringfellow Road came together, the intersection where all roads in and out of the island found their source. Pine Island had not one stoplight and wouldn’t be getting one anytime soon; its ten thousand inhabitants saw no need for one. Outside of weekends hosting one of several festivals, “traffic” just wasn’t in the local vocabulary. Ellie pressed down on her blinker, pointed the truck south, and began the seven-mile stretch of road to St. James City, the southernmost community on the island and where Ellie spent most of her time.

      She filled her lungs with the fresh, salty air that swirled through the truck. The drive south never got old; it never got boring—miles of near-empty land filled with wild grass, pine and palm trees, and dotted infrequently by turn offs and small island homes. The last mile the breeze coming off the water cooled the air another five degrees and created an anticipation for the destination that was never disappointed by the reality. 

      Ten minutes later, Ellie arrived at the southern tip of the island and turned the steering wheel slightly right and into the narrow, crushed-shell parking lot that lined the edge of the road and butted up against Henley Canal. She turned off the engine and stepped out, the broken shells crunching underneath her sneakers until they hit the upward slope of the boardwalk, where visitors were greeted with a large red sign that told them, in case there was any doubt, that Island Time Begins Here. She walked up the protracted incline and faded right when she got to the top and it leveled out. It was another twenty feet to The Salty Mangrove, another hundred beyond that to the marina.  

      The Salty Mangrove was the island’s favorite restaurant and watering hole and had been owned by Ellie’s uncle Warren for the last nineteen years. The small wood-lapped building had a kitchen squeezed in between a tiki hut that faced the full-service marina and an indoor seating area for the restaurant that was encircled by a wooden railing with rolled patio curtains that would be lowered when it rained. The Norma Jean Pier, like a long pointy finger, began just south of the bar, jutting eighty yards into the southern waters of Pine Island Sound.  

      When Ellie wasn’t having fun at the range, sleeping in at her house, or out fishing on a boat, she could be found here. She spent half her week helping her uncle take orders, pour drinks, and clean up, sometimes helping scrub boats and fill out order slips for boat and tackle rentals. She had yet to get what Tyler called a “real job.” The truth was, she didn’t need one. Not yet anyway. Her work at the CIA had her crisscrossing Europe, South America, and the Middle East for the better part of a decade. All her assignments had been fully funded by the Agency. Ellie rarely needed to spend her own money on anything, which meant that, between her salary and a few worthy investments she had made, she had enough to live on cruise control for the foreseeable future. For now, her new life of relaxation and ease was fully funded.  

      Ellie stepped behind the bar and poured herself a glass of water over ice, then tossed in a lime and planted herself on a barstool. 

      “There she is,” a woman said. “You went shooting this morning?” 

      “I did,” Ellie answered. “Just got back.” 

      The woman was Gloria Wang, and she sat under the edge of the palm frond roof perched next to her husband on their usual bar stools, their backs to the marina. They were permanent fixtures at The Salty Mangrove and, in some strange way, contributed to its charm. They were as unlikely a pair as one would could find. Fu was a small man, just over five feet, and had a flat face, flat nose, and a neck that was too thick for his small frame. He had a leg and a third, his left possessing nothing but a nub four inches above where his knee should have been. The prosthetic leg attached to the stump never seemed to fit right, making him waggle from side to side like a reverse pendulum when he walked. The original leg God had given him had been unwillingly donated to the hungry teeth of a Chinese rice harvester when Fu was eight. He hadn’t seen the machine, the driver hadn’t seen him, and his leg was promptly surrendered to Yunnan’s fertile soil. 

      Gloria was a wide woman with thick bones and a double chin that looked like it might be entertaining a third. Her only attire appeared to be a straw sun hat that was redundant underneath the outer shaded edge of the tiki hut and a black one-piece swimsuit which barely contained her heavy, flaccid breasts. Her thick brows hung low over deep set eyes, and she wore an unfortunate nose that would have looked better on a bird of prey than someone made in God’s image. Fu had been stateside on a visitor’s visa five years ago when he and Gloria were seated next to each other during a boating tour of the Keys. Struck by a surge of lust, he was immediately taken with her, she with him. They married soon after, bought a Gibson houseboat fitted for salt water, and slid around the coasts of Florida for a year until they experienced the slow, secluded Old Florida way of life that was Pine Island. Their houseboat was the only home they had and for the last three years had been tethered to a slip in the marina, making them the only liveaboards at the south end of the island. 

      “Did you best Tyler again today?” Gloria asked.

      Ellie sighed. “Not today. He’s a natural at it. I’ll get him next time.” In a subtle way, Tyler getting the best of her at the range really did bug her. She had been trained by the world’s most advanced government agency; Tyler had taught himself in the dry, windswept grasslands of West Texas. Ellie had been one of the CIA’s best marksmen for the six years she was in her role as a covert operative. Tyler had never been formally trained, nor had he ever tried his trigger finger at any competitions, local or otherwise. 

      Gloria wagged her eyebrows. “Tyler...he’s a hottie, Ellie. Are you going places with him? You really should snag him up.”

      “No, Gloria. He’s a friend, and I think we’ll be keeping it that way.” It all sounded quite high schoolish, but, at least for now, it was true. “Have you seen Major this morning?”

      “About an hour ago,” Gloria said. “He was behind the dry dock washing down a couple skiffs.”

      Fu nodded, agreeing with his wife. Ellie had never heard Fu speak one word of English besides the word “yes,” “good,” and possibly “sexy,” but she wasn’t sure about the last one. He spoke only Chinese to Gloria who had somehow taken the effort to learn his language and not the other way around. Anyone trying to begin a conversation with Fu without the presence of his wife was doomed to futility and would have him smiling large and nodding politely like he understood. “Yes...yes,” he would say, and his eyes would squint hard, smiling in their own right along with his mouth. If Ellie had ever seen him without a smile, she couldn’t remember. Fu was a happy man, had a disposition that said he was just glad to be here, wherever that happened to be at any given moment. 

      “Are you guys still thinking about going up to St. Pete next week?” Ellie asked. The Wangs were—or rather, Gloria was—always talking about picking up anchor and visiting somewhere else for a few weeks. So far it had all been planning and talk, and they had not yet gotten around to making the actual trip. They just stuck around Pine Island as if an invisible force field was keeping them in.

      Gloria shook her head. “Fu is thinking he’d rather wait a while. At least until after the upcoming hurricane season.”

      “I think you should do it,” Ellie prodded. “At your age you should be off seeing the world. Besides, hurricane season won’t be here for a few more months.”

      “There’s my favorite blonde-haired niece.”

      Ellie smiled at the deep voice behind her, then felt two strong hands on her shoulders. Warren Hall leaned in, kissed her on the back of the head, and then walked behind the bar. 

      She grinned. “Silly man, I’m your only blonde-haired niece. How’s everything going in Marco?”

      He turned his back to the bar, opened the lid to a refrigerated cooler, and rummaged around. “Need more shrimp,” he muttered to himself. He made a jot on a yellow legal pad in front of him. “Good,” he answered. “Now that it’s May, and the snowbirds have migrated back north, slow season is upon us. But we just added a few more slips, and I hired one more mechanic.”

      Marco Island lay fifty miles to the south, and six years ago Warren had purchased a marina down there. Old Ed Wright had owned the place since around the time boats were invented, and he finally sold it over to Warren before dying three weeks later. Warren hadn’t wanted it when Ed first approached him, said he had enough on his hands managing The Salty Mangrove and the accompanying marina. But Ed was persistent, said he didn’t want to just hand off what he’d spent most his life at to just anybody. Warren finally conceded. He bought the place, made some updates, did some advertising, and brought in a couple charter boats. The acquisition changed his lifestyle, and ever since, like clockwork, he spent two weeks out of every month in Pine Island and the other two at Marco Island. Fourteen days there, fourteen days here. He had just returned from his most recent stint down there. 

      By all accounts Warren was a handsome man. At just under six feet, he came in at average height, and broad shoulders and thick forearms gave him a stocky appearance. His face was square, eyes set back under low brows, and his graying auburn hair was kept short. His face held the deep, weathered lines that years on the water carved into a man. He wore cargo shorts and a white, short-sleeved, button-down shirt and double-banded Birkenstocks. Without question, he was a long stitch in the fabric of the local community. Warren Hall sponsored Little League teams, chaired the Rotary Club, and contributed both time and money to the local Meals on Wheels. More than once he’d been prodded to take a run at the mayor's chair, but he valued simplicity too much to go along with it. He was a businessman and a philanthropist, he would retort, not a politician. 

      Biologically, Ellie and Warren were not related, and yet he stood in all of Ellie’s earliest memories. Warren and her father had been best friends - like blood brothers - going back to their early college days. He had always been her uncle. The years had absorbed the reason Ellie called him Major; she just always had. 

      Warren called for his cook, his bartender, and his waiter - all the same man - and handed him the legal pad when he appeared out of the small kitchen. “Ralphie, go ahead and order some more shrimp from Glen. There’s a couple more things on there too.”

      “You got it, boss.”

      Warren turned back and pressed both his hands into the edge of the bar. “You ready to get out on the water, kiddo? I’ve got it all ready.” 

      “Let’s do it,” she said, and then stood up.

      “But Ellie and I were just getting started on a good conversation,” Gloria said, smiling and feigning frustration. 

      “No,” Major corrected. “You were talking. All the good conversations happen out on the water.” He looked at Ellie. “I’ll grab the bait out of the cooler and meet you down at the Contender in a couple.”

      Ellie said goodbye to the Wangs and walked across the open deck and down a strip. She unconsciously frowned when she passed Pete Wellington’s boat, tied up in his regular slip. His NauticStar was found three weeks ago, bobbing anchorless on a sandbar in Buzzard Bay. Everyone feared the worst. It was found on a Friday afternoon, the day of the week Pete would go out in the early morning. Something had happened; that much was clear now. A water-loving seaman didn’t abandon his boat and not show up for nearly a month. An investigation led by the Sheriff's Office had as yet yielded nothing. There were no signs of foul play - no traces of blood or damage to the boat, no note - Pete had simply vanished. Conclusions ran wild as they tend to do in small communities. Some said he may have gone for a swim and ended up a hammerhead’s dinner. Others guessed he had a heart attack, fell overboard, and still ended up a hammerhead’s dinner. Gloria said Fu thought Pete had possibly been abducted by pirates, and Ellie couldn’t tell if Fu was joking or serious. Pete was a good, kind man. Ellie, and the whole island for that matter, still held out hope that he would turn up soon with a rational explanation. Her gut told her not to hold her breath. 

      Twenty minutes later Ellie and Warren were nestled between Pine and Sanibel Islands, bobbing in the boat, the anchor set, lines in the water. The heat from the mid-morning sun was tempered by a soft breeze drifting across their skin, its light glinting off the water like tiny flashes of fire escaping from underneath the surface. It was moments like this, when a light breeze rocked the boat and Ellie was out here with one of her favorite people in the world, that she wondered why she had ever left at all. 

      “You know,” Major said. “Summer days out here in the Sound make me miss your father. We came out here a thousand times together if we came out here once.”

      The words tore at the loose stitching of a raw and mending heart. “I know,” she said softly and stared at the water where her line disappeared. Two years ago Ellie’s soul was splintered by a phone call from Major, informing her that her father had died in a car accident. Frank O’Conner had been driving back from a game of poker at a friend’s house in Cape Coral when a gas tanker slid into his lane on Veterans Parkway and sent both vehicles into a fireball that incinerated everything, even melted the metal. 

      At the time she was entrenched in Kabul, almost a year into her commitment to flip Assam, and was unable to come home for the funeral lest she blow her cover: a journalist with Reuters. In any other situation, she could have taken a military hop out of the city and gotten here in time for the funeral. She hadn’t asked to come. She knew the Agency wouldn’t have let her. It was one of the gambles you took within that line of work. And just like that, Frank O’Conner’s death left her without a parent. Ellie was five years old, her sister, Katie, three, when their mother had died on the table undergoing an emergency appendectomy. Her mother was Russian and met her father when he was on a student internship in Moscow. Now she and Katie were without the man who had raised them and loved them as well as any man who had ever raised two girls alone. 

      Katie had yet to forgive Ellie for her absence at the funeral and hadn’t spoken to her older sister since the day their father’s ashes were laid in the ground. Or what was left of them. Katie now lived in Seattle with her five-year-old daughter, Chloe. According to Major, her sister couldn’t handle the memories of the island any longer. Chloe was only two years old when Ellie had come for her last visit. It was the first and only time she had ever seen or spent time with her niece. Having just stepped out of her role with TEAM 99 and finished with her training at Langley, Ellie had spent the two months of leisure time back home with those she loved: her father, sister, niece, and Major. Since moving back home, Ellie had regularly sent Katie and Chloe letters, all of them unanswered. 

      “I still have to remind myself that he’s gone,” Ellie said. “Like sometimes I think he’s going to come back from a trip or walk up the dock and join us out here on the water.”

      “Me too, kiddo. Me too.”

      Ellie felt a pull on her Intercoastal rod and watched it bow quickly toward the water. 

      “Look at you,” Major said. “Got one already.”

      Ellie flicked her wrists up to set the hook in the fish’s mouth, then used her left hand to spin the reel. She pulled back on the rod and reeled in again, repeating the motions three more times before the snapper broke the surface. Its scales sparkled like tiny diamonds against the sunlight. Ellie brought it into the boat and unhooked it. “It’s over a foot. A keeper,” she said, and tossed it into the live well.

      “Not bad,” Major said. “I got a twenty incher last week inside Gullivan Bay.”

      “I bow to you, O, Great One.” 

      Major smiled. “And I let you.”

      She worked a fresh shrimp onto her jig and cast it back across the water. Major brought his line back in, checked it, and sent it back out. 

      Ellie loved these times on the water with Major. There would always be long stretches of silence where no one felt the need to speak and it didn’t feel awkward. Some days they might be on the water for an hour and say ten sentences the entire time. It wasn’t about the conversation. It was about being with a personyou were free to be yourself around and felt no obligations to please. 

      Over the next half hour, Ellie snagged four more fish, and Major brought up three of his own. After baiting his hook again and casting back out, he dug into the side pocket of his shorts.

      “Almost forgot,” he said. “Here. I want you to have this.” He pulled out a switchblade with a black rubber grip and flicked it open and shut a few times before handing it to her. 

      “What’s this?” she asked, taking it.  

      “It was your father’s. Probably not anything special or super sentimental, but you should have it. I was going through some boxes of his in my closet a few weeks ago and found it. He probably got it at the hardware store or some random tackle shop.”

      She looked it over and flicked the blade out. The sound - that quick metallic click - was one of the most distinct and recognizable sounds in the world, like the pump of a shotgun or the yearning call of a seagull. She slowly ran a finger down the side of the blade and was rushed back to the first time she had ever taken someone’s life with a knife. It was in Mauritania, one of the largest countries in West Africa. Her entire team had been sent in to grab Yahya Azid, a virulent man connected to the bombing of the U.S. embassy in Kazakhstan. They snuck into the courtyard of his two-story compound under the shroud of darkness. Ellie had been the first one in and snuck in behind a guard armed with an AK. Her thigh holster lightly scraped the wall, and he, hearing it, started to turn. But action is always faster than reaction, and her knife was already clenched in her fingers. She stepped up behind him and brought the knife around, puncturing his larynx and unlacing his throat. Killing with a knife was fully unlike shooting someone. With a knife, you had to be up close - it was rare that a blade was thrown in the midst of combat. It looked good in the movies but was impractical, rare that a throwing knife would find such a mark on someone's body that they would make no noise of pain or protest as they fell to the ground. Killing someone with a knife was an intensely personal experience...feeling the slice of the blade through their skin and muscles, feeling their body tense and then relax as their life ebbed away. Ellie preferred killing with a gun every time. 

      She returned to the present. The knife was four inches long and razor sharp. It bore no nicks or scratching showing wear. She folded it back. “Thanks, Major.” After her father died, Major and Katie split up his possessions - he took whatever she didn’t want and bartered with Katie for items he knew her older sister would want to have. When Ellie arrived back home six months ago, Major had her come over to his garage and work through the boxes. Of everything that remained, three things were her favorites, one of them a pink, soft plastic My Little Pony that Ellie had given her father when her mother died. Five-year-old Ellie had woken up to her father's sobs one night. She took the doll off her bed, walked down the hall, and pressed it into his wet hands. For the last twenty-some years, that pony had sat on top of his clothes dresser, next to a small framed picture of her mother. Her second favorite item was the white fedora, which he wore anytime he was off work. It gave him a relaxed, distinguished look that went well with his personality. The third had been an old edition of Hemingway’s collected short stories, a volume her father had passed through cover-to-cover many times. It had been healing, working through the memories her father's possessions divined back up. Ellie slipped the knife into her pocket with the intent of making it a permanent fixture in her tackle box. 

      “You know, Cindy Gershwin lost her mother two years ago and still has an entire storage unit she hasn’t gone through.”

      Ellie looked at Major and smiled. “That’s the third time you’ve mentioned her in as many weeks.” She wasn’t in the mood to think about someone else losing a parent, so she said, “Something going on there I need to know about?” 

      Warren had never married. Every couple of years, he would find a new girlfriend to chum around with, and then, like always, they would part ways after having their fun. For whatever reason, being alone seemed to fit his personality. Warren Hall liked to do things his own way, in his own time. Cindy Gershwin was Major’s age, divorced ten years. She had come up to Pine Island one weekend supposedly to go fishing in Gasparilla Sound, but everyone keen enough knew she was interested in the owner of The Salty Mangrove and Marina. 

      “Not a thing,” he answered glumly. 

      “You’re about due for a relationship, aren’t you?” she teased. 

      He shrugged. “Maybe. I’m in no hurry for that kind of thing. You know that.” Now it was Warren’s turn to want a change of topic. He looked at Ellie. “How are you doing?”

      “How do you mean?” 

      “It’s been half a year now since you dropped your career. Any regrets? Do you ever feel like you made a preemptive decision?”

      Ellie turned her reel a couple revolutions and stared at the spot where her line disappeared below the water. She waited half a minute before answering. “It still feels like I’m on vacation. Like in a few days I’ll be flying back over the Atlantic to get back in the game.”

      “Do you miss it?”

      “Parts of it. I miss the challenge, the thrill. I was good at it.” Being careful with her words, she said, “I was good at both of the jobs I had. I didn’t think adjusting would be this hard.”

      “How so?” Warren came to his feet and worked on bringing up another catch. Something heavy was on his line. He tightened his body and started working against it. The snook broke the surface, flopping and gyrating on the hook. “Good one there,” Ellie said. The fish was close to three feet long. Warren got it into the boat, and Ellie held it down while he worked the jig out of its mouth. The fish had a long, silvery body with a black line down the middle of it, like a child had taken a black Sharpie and drawn all the way to its tail. Its fins were a bright yellow. 

      “There,” Warren said. He tossed the hook to the side, grabbed the fish with a firm grip, then heaved it overboard. He wiped his hands on a towel then worked more bait onto his hook. Warren was a stickler for falling in line with Florida’s fishing regulations. His license as a marina owner almost necessitated it. Eyeballing it, he knew the snook would measure a few inches too long to keep. Beyond that, snook season was still a few months away which meant that, for now, the catch had to go back. He cast back out and settled back into his seat. “Sorry for the interruption. You were talking about the adjustment being hard?”

      “Yeah,” she said softly. “What I did...what I was a part of...had a way of mastering you. Several of my…” She wanted to say team members. Instead she said, “...co-workers started to live on the adrenaline rush. There was a real thrill to what we were doing.” A real power too, she thought. That was the most thrilling part about all of it. You came into an area, scouted it out, perched yourself, and became an indifferent executioner with no consequences. You pulled the trigger, confirmed the kill, and went back to your daily routine of exercise, training, and favorite television shows. Or, if the mission was simply to garner surveillance, you inserted yourself, stayed for a couple months, and blended into the cultural landscape of the locals. Accents, dress, mannerisms. All-in-all you were always pretending to be someone else. And that was the hardest part of being back. Major was the one person she could be completely honest with. “I think somewhere along the way I forgot how to be myself.”

      He said nothing, but she knew he was thinking. Major was a good listener—always had been. Ellie could remember vividly when her shoe heel broke at the junior prom and her father had been in D.C. on a work trip. She had called Major and asked him to come get her from the prom. After his failed attempts to get her to stay, he whisked her away and landed them both in a hard booth at Dairy Queen. He listened to her pre-adolescent dramatization of the humiliating evening while they both worked down a ginormous Oreo Blizzard. When her father died it had been Major who called to tell her the news. She hadn’t said much that night, but she called him in tears two weeks later, and he just listened. 

      Ellie had come to learn that after you circle through one of the most intense training programs ever concocted by the U.S. government you don’t come out with a better knowledge of yourself. No, you lose yourself. The me dissolved into the mission. You were a biological weapon—a warm, highly skilled body to get a job done in service for your country. Your favorite books, movies, colors, paintings, people, wine; your beliefs, religion, philosophy; all became irrelevant. You were trained to do a job where your personal preferences did not factor in. Only your ability to flawlessly carry out a mission. It was pure ability created, shaped, and perfected by the government for the government. Ellie still loved an aged merlot while listening to Dylan or Coltrane, still loved Hemingway and Sean Connery. And the salty waters of the Gulf made her feel like a part of her she had suppressed for so long was beginning to stir beneath. It wasn’t that these preferences became non-existent when she was on the team; they just stopped being important. They were not necessary and had no place to bloom. 

      Even the members of her team were, by all accounts, all unknown to each other. 

      All but one.

      Voltaire. 

      From the first hour of training to the day their team was dissolved, they were never allowed to speak of their origins or their pasts. The reasons for this were clear and obvious. If someone were captured and tortured, they could not give away personal information about anyone on the team. 

      Where is their family from? I don’t know. 

      Where do they like to vacation? I don’t know.

      Who are their oldest friends? I wouldn't know. 

      They knew the trivial things about each other, and the more missions they went on they came to know who was the clown of the group, who always forgot a piece of equipment, who would smack their gum with their mic turned on. They knew what TV shows each one liked and what kind of food. But the important specifics were never discussed. Not with anyone.

      Except for Voltaire. 

      She adjusted her ball cap over her eyes.  

      Major finally spoke up. “If it helps, I haven’t forgotten who you are. And these last six months have been a great reminder for anything I may have forgotten about you. As a matter of fact, you were barely an adult when you left. Now you’re a mature woman, and I can’t think of anyone I would rather be out on the water with.”

      She looked over at him. “Thanks, Major.” 

      “But that’s not the whole of it, is it?”

      She smiled in unbelief and shook her head. He just always knew. “No. It’s not.” 

      “You’re wondering if you made a difference.”

      How did he know?

      “Yeah. Yeah, I do.” 

      “Does that matter?”

      The question surprised her. “I think so. Don’t we all want to put our mark on the world, no matter how small? To get to the end and know that we did something good with our lives?”

      Warren started to reel his line in for a recast. “Ellie. Most all of us live our lives according to our conscience. We do what we believe in, and we think it’s right. Outside of the few with no moral compass, we all go to work believing, to some degree, in what we do, even if we happen to be stuck in a dead-end job we don’t like. I know you, Ellie. You believed in what you were doing. You’re not one to compromise. If you thought that what you were doing at the time was wrong or unhelpful, you would have quit.” 

      He was right. He was so very right. That night, sitting atop a gold and burgundy bedspread in a fifth-story Saint Petersburg hotel room, Ellie spent hours poring over the information she had been given. She had almost thrown up that night, but the anger overwhelmed the nausea. She had decided to find a way to confirm that the unexpected intelligence was legitimate, that it wasn’t misinformation. If it was, she was out. But it didn’t come to that. She botched the mission, and, after being recalled back to their operational base in Brussels, the team was told collectively that there was no longer a need for what they were doing. That they had served their country well and that funding had been cut and...(white noise). She had stopped listening. The reasons were concocted. Ellie had been in the game long enough to detect BS. If she had her guess, she was not the only one who had received the information given to her in Russia. The leak had spooked someone at the top, and they turned on the faucet, soaped up, and were washing their hands of it all. The swiftness and vitality in which the team was disbanded only served to confirm that this new information was correct. How many missions had been executions and takedowns for someone’s monetary or political agenda? She didn’t know, and even now it turned her stomach. 

      Major flicked his line back out. “Plus, you’re not old like I am. You’re still a young little thing with the rest of your life ahead of you to go and make a difference.” 

      “You’re not old, Major. Geez, you’re barely sixty.”

      “But I’m not thirty-four either.”

      “Maybe it would be easier on this side of things had I been able to see more good that I accomplished. Instead I just see a trail of ruins that leads nowhere.” Ellie had filled Major in on the general reasons why she had left the CIA, but she didn’t have the authorization to speak with anyone about the specifics. She still wondered about the people she had killed. During her time in Afghanistan, she’d had little opportunity to access the proper databases. Most of her time was spent in a flat in the city with no access to the servers that might give her answers. In the event her flat were broken into and she were robbed, there would be nothing amiss on her laptop that would point back to her undercover work. The few times she had been covertly bussed back to Camp Phoenix for debriefing, she had searched and found some information on her past targets. Some of them had proved to be legitimate. Others, however, were ghosts. She couldn’t find anything on them. How many of her kills had truly been for the security and better interest of her country? How many had been assassinations for a suit with an agenda? How many innocent fathers, mothers, sons, daughters had she killed? Assam’s confused eyes flashed across her vision. She blinked it away and checked her line again. 

      They were quiet for the next few minutes. The breeze kept the sun’s growing heat off their skin and gently rocked the boat. Major’s voice broke the calm. “I called Katie last week.”

      The name stung like a hot poker on raw meat. She closed her eyes. Last summer Katie took a low-level tech job in Seattle. It was literally as far away as she could get from her childhood home, the furthest corner of the contiguous states. 

      Ellie opened her eyes again, blinking against the sunlight. “How is she?” 

      He sighed, reeled in his line a couple feet. “I don’t know. She doesn’t say much. I don’t ever hear from her. If we talk it’s because I call her. Sometimes I wonder if she’s mad at me too.”

      “Why?”

      He shrugged. “Why not? She had to blame someone, right?”

      “How about the driver of the tanker?” Ellie suggested hotly. 

      “But he’s dead too. Much easier to blame someone still breathing.”

      “I guess,” she conceded, then sighed. All her memories of Pine Island had her father and her sister in them. Now she was making new ones without them. It was like painting on a new canvas without your favorite colors. “Everything’s changed,” she said. “Everything but this place.” She looked out at the west side of the island, dark green leaves of the mangroves flanking it. Tall palms stood strong along the edges as if they were the eternal guardians of the island. She blinked behind her sunglasses. “Okay, enough heavy talk for one day.”

      Major smiled.

      “How long are you going to keep going back and forth to Marco? You’ve been at it for, what, six years now? Is that a forever thing?”

      He shrugged. “I don’t know. Maybe. I didn’t think I would hold onto the marina down there this long, but I kinda like the change of pace it affords. It’s turned into a good source of income. Maybe I’ll sell it one day.” 

      A white boat hummed loudly across the water a couple hundred yards out from their location, heading in their direction. Several boats had criss-crossed them since they had been out here, but none of them had a course set directly toward them. They both kept their eyes on their lines, and the boat kept on its course in their direction. “I sure hope he turns,” Ellie said.

      Major raised his chin and squinted through his sunglasses. “DEA,” he said. 

      “You got rid of all that heroin you were keeping on here, right? Major, tell me you got rid of it.”

      He chuckled. “Funny girl. You get the wrong agent out here, and he’ll stay around talking your ear off and waste half your day. I still don’t know why they come out in the daytime.”

      “They’re probably tired of pushing paper and want some sun time.” 

      “Bingo.”

      Two men were in the government boat, and the man at the controls brought the throttle down and idled toward them before pulling up a few feet off Warren’s starboard. 

      The other agent, a tall man in a dark blue wind jacket and sunglasses, spoke up. “Hey, folks, sorry to intrude. We’re doing a few rounds out here today.” He dug a hand into his jacket, brought it out, and a badge caught the sunlight. “We’re with the Drug Enforcement Administration.”

      “We may have gathered that from your boat decal,” Warren said, smiling.  

      “Yes, well...we just wanted to stop by and see what you’re up to today. Out for a little fun in the sun?”

      “Just fishing, Officer,” Ellie replied courteously. “I━”

      The other boat drifted closer. Warren frowned and pointed into the water. “Ellie, you might want to bring your line in so it doesn’t get tangled into their rotor.”

      She leaned over and started spinning the handle. 

      “Ellie?” The agent dipped his head forward and focused in on her, forgetting the conversation he had initiated. He set the inside blade of his hand over his eyes. “Ellie O’Conner?”

      Ellie darted her eyes toward her uncle, then back at the agent. “Yes,” she said slowly. 

      He laughed, removed his sunglasses, and squinted against the flashing glare coming off the water. “I can’t believe it! Ellie, it’s me, Garrett. Garrett Cage.”

      The name brought up dusty images from Ellie’s past. “Garrett? Garrett, no kidding!” Her voice perked up. She tilted her head. “You’re DEA?”

      He laughed. “I am that,” he said.

      “You get that badge on eBay and steal the boat?”

      “Actually, I’m up at the Fort Myers office.” 

      “Wow,” she said, genuinely impressed. “It’s like you grew up.”

      “Well, now I wouldn’t go that far, but...yeah, maybe.” He put his shades back on. “Did you...did you move back? Or just visiting?”

      She hadn’t seen Garrett Cage in over a decade - not after her first year of college. They had gone to high school together and ended up going to Florida State before Garrett dropped out and came back home. “I moved back in February.”

      “No kidding.” He widened his stance for support as his boat rocked in the water. “Where from?”

      “I was abroad for a while.” Old friend and with the DEA or not, she couldn’t tell him where she had been. “I’m back for good now.”

      “What are the odds?” Garrett asked out loud. “I just got back myself about eight months ago.”

      “Hey, kids,” Warren interjected, “I hate to break up the reunion, but we are doing what we can to catch some fish.”

      Garrett shot up an apologetic hand. “Of course. Yes. Sorry to bother you guys.” He looked back at Ellie. “Call me at the office sometime. We should get some coffee or breakfast and catch up. Been a long time.”

      “That would be nice. I’ll do that.”

      He nodded toward her uncle. “Sorry to bother you two. Enjoy your time out here.”

      “Have a good day, Agent Cage. Thank you both for all your work,” Warren said. The boat idled away slowly until it was fifty yards off their starboard when it throttled up and shot away. “What’s the connection there?” he asked. 

      “Old friend from my school years.” Ellie looked out toward their disappearing wake. “I never would have pegged him for law enforcement. Funny how things work out.”

      “Think he would have pegged you for CIA?”

      Ellie huffed. “Of course. I look very CIA-ish. Good looks, perfect skin, and out-of-this-world smarts.”

      He laughed. “Well, I hope he’s doing his job right. The world isn’t getting any better. Those drug cockroaches are everywhere.”

      “Has the DEA stopped you out here before?” she asked.  

      “No. A couple of them came by the marina a couple months ago and got some lunch at The Mangrove. They asked a bunch of questions - have I seen anything suspicious, heard anything, will you call me if you do - the standard stuff. I got the feeling that they were just working a procedural handbook, trying to run the clock down until they could go home.”

      The sound of water spraying into the air got Ellie’s attention. She turned and saw two dolphins swimming calmly past their stern. “Beautiful creatures, aren’t they?” Warren said.

      “They really are.” 

      “We’d better be getting back,” he said. “It will take a while for the fish to come back after your old buddy ran over our spot. I have a meeting over at the Kids Club. Picture day or something like that. They want me over there after lunch.” 

      Ellie set the hook in the fishing rod’s eye. “Pictures for what?” Hanging behind the bar at The Salty Mangrove were a couple dozen small, framed pictures of the community events and sponsorships Warren had been involved with over the years. Little League teams, Randall Research Center, Elks Lodge, among others. He was the embodiment of everything that made the island good.  

      “I donated some wheelchairs to some kids in need, so they want me to come get my face in the middle of them when they give them away.”

      Ellie took his pole while he got behind the wheel. “You’re a good man, Warren Hall.” She grinned. “I don’t care what Fu Wang says about you.”

      
        
        ______________

      

      

      A half hour later, Ellie stepped off the end of the boardwalk’s ramp and back into the parking lot. She’d left her fish for Major to clean and to serve for dinner at the grill. She walked past her truck, up Oleander Street, and turned east onto Fourth Avenue before heading south onto Lime Street. It was early enough in the day that she would eventually make her way back to the bar. She would bring her truck back then. The breeze blew softly into the palm trees, and their lazy fronds generated a rustling sound like dry wheat. A gull squawked overhead before turning right and coasting toward Monroe Canal. Her house was the fourth one on the right. It was a narrow cottage she had purchased from a couple who had rented it out to vacationers for the previous fifteen years. Like many of the cottages on the island, the exterior had been painted with a bright, eye-numbing blue. Ellie had decided early on that she preferred softer, less intrusive colors. She repainted it herself, opting for a kinder gray instead. 

      Ellie walked down her driveway and punched her code into the keypad on the side of the garage. It beeped, accepting her code, and the door rattled open to reveal a 1968 El Camino. Its royal blue color gave it the appearance of being painted with ocean water, and the two white racing stripes down the hood made it look more powerful than it really was.

      The car had belonged to her father. Ellie could remember the day he brought it home. He had taken both his daughters for a drive all the way up the island to Bokeelia, then back down to St. James City. She had loved the vehicle as a child, but now she wasn’t as sure. El Caminos were polarizing vehicles that left one either mocking or adoring them. They looked like the poor genetic offspring of a car and a truck, each donating a faulty chromosome that produced something almost unnatural. Next to his daughters, the El Camino had been Frank O’Conner’s baby.

      Ellie could hear a high-pitched whine on the other side of the pedestrian door that led into the house. “Hold on, I’m coming,” she said. She opened the door, and her Jack Russell Terrier shot out, ran twice around the car, then vaulted off a Rubbermaid box and into her arms. Ellie laughed and let the dog lick her neck. “Hey, Citrus.” She bent over and set the dog down, then walked into the house. 

      The cottage was only two bedrooms, and the front door opened to a living room with a vaulted ceiling boasting exposed rafters that Ellie had stained a walnut brown. A small kitchen table sat near the rear sliding door at the end of a shotgun kitchen.  

      “You want a milkbone?” 

      Citrus barked and sat up on his hind feet. She reached above the fridge, grabbed a treat from the box, and teased him with it before he snatched it from her hand. Ellie moved over to the rear glass door and slid it down its metal track. Citrus darted out into the small backyard. “I’ll be right out,” she called after him. She stepped into the kitchen, pulled the small knife that Major had given her from her pocket, and placed it next to the coffee pot. The copper samovar Vida Murad had gifted her sat in the corner of the kitchen counter. It stood there silently, yet screaming. Vida had used it dozens of times to fill Ellie’s cup with Kahwa, a tea made from a combination of green tea, cardamom pods, cinnamon bark, and saffron strands. In Kabul, sharing a meal together, even a cup of tea, was an indication of friendship. It was termed “the right of salt,” a cultural practice that placed great responsibility on the guest to be faithful and honest with his host. Vida had gifted the serving pot to Ellie the night that Assam had provided Ellie the information she had moved there to attain. It had been Vida’s way of telling her American friend that she trusted her with what they had just revealed. There had been a deep sense of soberness in the apartment that evening. Assam had given up his murderous cousin at tremendous risk to his family, and they all knew there would be no turning back from such a decision. Vida had washed the samovar—a family relic her mother had passed down to her—wrapped it, and presented it to Ellie two days before the extraction. Two days before Vida died.  

      When Ellie moved back to Florida and unpacked the very few things she owned at the time, she chose to leave the pot on display in the kitchen. Its very presence pressed down on something fragile within her and hurt. The pain made her feel less guilty—as if it were a meager atonement for a broken promise and the murder of a beautiful family. A family that should be stateside at this very moment, enjoying each other’s company and laughter somewhere in Idaho or Arizona. Assam could have even started a dental practice under a new identity. 

      Ellie walked out onto the back porch and slid the door shut behind her. The backyard consisted of a small, concrete porch slab and a stretch of St. Augustine grass that extended out eight feet to the railroad tie which formed out the top edge of the concrete canal wall. Her twenty-one-foot Bayliner Element hung out of the water, sitting peacefully on the I-beams of the boat lift. Citrus was staring at her as if pleading, like he was asking her a question to which only he could hear the words. Ellie looked down and smiled at him, then nodded toward the canal. “Go ahead.” The dog barked, and a second later its body was suspended between water and sky. When God finished making the world at the end of day six, he took whatever energy he had left and stuck it into the DNA of the first pair of Jack Russells. Citrus fell seven feet and hit the water with a splash, and he paddled his way back to the side. Ellie had built a small ramp that ran into the water so the dog could easily get out of the canal and back into the yard.

      Ellie sat at the canal edge and let her feet hang toward the slow-moving sea water that ran through it. Citrus ran and jumped again, then yipped when his head came up. On the other side of the canal, a couple houses down, a neighbor came out of her house with a watering can and waved at Ellie. She returned the gesture. She had good neighbors—folks that made you feel like you were family. 

      She had grown up in Pineland on the northern end of the island. Over the years, whenever thoughts of coming back home drifted through Ellie’s mind, she knew she would settle down in St. James City. Its interconnected canals brought the sea water inland like generous fingers serving up a utopian paradise. Homes sat on lots often no larger than a quarter acre, most of them, like Ellie’s, half that size. Many mornings, just as the golden rays of sunshine were touching her rear windows, Ellie and Citrus would idle the Bayliner down the canal and out to the Sound and just let the wind whip their hair and the salty breeze wake them up. 

      Citrus trotted up to his owner and dug his muzzle underneath her hand. “You hungry?” she asked him. He barked and shook his body free of the water matting his short hair. “All right. I’ll go fix us something.” She stood up, walked to the back door, and stopped to turn on the sprinkler. It squawked to life, and Citrus darted through it, shaking his head and pawing at the stream. He loved the sea water, but the salt drying on his body was bad for his skin. “Rinse off,” Ellie said. “I’ll be right back with some cold cuts.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Five

          

        

      

    

    
      Ellie pulled on the door handle to The Perfect Cup, and the smell of sugary caramel mixed with the astringent scent of coffee hit her senses as she walked in. She located Garrett at a small table in the corner and lifted a hand to him, then walked up to the counter and ordered a white chocolate mocha over ice. Two days ago she had called Garrett, and they set up a time to meet and catch up. Ellie gave the barista her name, paid, and made her way to the table that seated only two. Garrett came to his feet as she approached, and Ellie noted that his features were as cool as they had been in high school. He had a high forehead and jet black hair that was finger-combed to the right and blended down into a handsome fade on both sides. His blue eyes were bright and relaxed, his eyebrows thick, and his mouth wide. He was apparently off duty, wearing dark blue shorts, a white V-neck T-shirt, and black loafers. She leaned in and hugged him before taking her seat. 

      His eyes were sparkling, and he stared at her for a few seconds. 

      “What?” she asked, grinning.

      “I can’t believe you’re sitting in front of me. It’s been, what, thirteen years?”

      “Yeah. Seems like it was a just a couple years ago we were all packing into Davie’s car and heading to Fort Lauderdale for the weekend.” 

      “You look good,” he said. 

      She smiled. “Thanks. You too.”

      They spent a few minutes catching up, broadly filling in the gaps of the previous decade. Garrett married a few years out of college and as yet had no kids. His wife was currently in New York, working to get her own fashion line noticed. She would come down a couple weekends a month to see him and relax from the tyranny that New York imposed upon aspiring fashionistas. Garrett was hopeful that by the end of the year things would take off for her and she would be back down here more often than not.

      Ellie excused herself when she heard her name called and walked over to the counter to pick up her drink. She returned to the table, sat back down, took a sip, and closed her eyes as the cool, sugary liquid slid down her throat. 

      “So, DEA, huh? Don’t I remember our yearbook pinning you as most likely to polish door knobs? What gives?” she asked.

      “What? Hey, come on.” 

      She laughed. “Come on? You were the biggest toker in school. Now you’re DEA? You were the Pig-Pen of the school, except your cloud was a very specific kind of smoke, not dirt.” 

      He shrugged defensively. “People change, I guess.” His face slowly clouded over. “My cousin up in Tampa had gotten me into the green when I was thirteen. He paused our game of Street Fighter, escorted me to the alley behind his house, and lit a roll for me. You’re right. I did get heavy into the green after that, but that’s all I ever did. Over time he moved on into the harder stuff. The year after we graduated high school, he started on gremmies.” 

      She curled her brow. “Gremmies? Geez.”

      “Yeah. A year after I saw you last, he moved on to heroin, and it was lights out after that. My aunt found him dead in the bathtub with the needle still in his arm. I mean, poor lady. She had gone out of town and didn’t find him until day three. That whole thing freaked me out so bad I quit cold turkey. I don’t think I’m the kind of guy who would do the hard drugs. I went eight years without them just smoking the green. But it scared me anyway, and I left it all behind.”

      “That’s hard,” she said. “About your cousin.”

      He sighed. “He was a good guy. Just hung out with the wrong people. I needed a change and decided on the Army. I couldn’t stand the thought of being on the threshold of the rest of my life with no clear path ahead. I’d been cleaning boats for four years in Fort Myers and knew I could do better. After basic I ended up with the 82nd Airborne out of Fort Bragg. I got out after four years, joined the DEA, finished my degree, and moved up to Special Agent before ending up on a FAST team.” 

      Ellie had met several men in the DEA’s Foreign-Deployed Advisory and Support Teams as they circled in and out of Afghanistan. As a part of FAST, Garrett would have been trained by Navy Seals, outfitted by the Pentagon, and gone into countries to conduct drug raids on stashes that could potentially end up in the United States via the black market. FAST had recently been decommissioned and replaced with SRT units—Special Response Teams—to address higher risk tactical operations in the field.

      “Airborne and FAST. Impressive. So how did you end up back down here?”

      “I finished my time with FAST and got out as First Lieutenant four years ago. They sent me to work at headquarters in Springfield until they offered me my own local division down here.”

      “Wait a minute...you’re at the helm down here?” 

      His smile was humble. “Yeah.”

      “Well, good for you, Garrett. That’s a big deal.” 

      “Thanks.” He nodded toward Ellie. “So, enough about me. What about you?” he asked. “You left the CIA just to come back to sunny Florida?”

      Ellie’s eyes narrowed.   

      He raised his hands in defense. “Okay, okay. I made a few guesses and went out on a limb. Made a few deductions and poked my nose around.”

      “What kind of deductions?”

      “You major in linguistics at Florida State, then I hear you’ve moved to Virginia after you graduate. Then I see you the other day, and you tell me you’ve been ‘abroad.’ No one who lives overseas for years on end comes back home and speaks in generalities about where they’ve been. My sister, she goes to Madrid for three years, comes home, and can’t stop yapping on about the food and the culture and the men. Anyway…” Garrett smiled like he knew he was about to be in trouble. “I took the liberty of typing your name into JWICS.” When pronounced out loud, JWICS sounded like JayWicks and was the acronym for Joint Worldwide Intelligence Communications System.

      Ellie looked on him cautiously. JWICS was a top secret network run by the Defense Intelligence Agency and used to transmit sensitive data across agencies.

      Garrett’s smile was charming but guilty, like a teenage boy trying to explain to his mother what the pack of cigarettes under his bed was all about. “Now, before you go getting upset, know that there wasn’t a whole lot on you anyway. Your name popped up, and it showed that you spent your first couple years in Virginia with the CIA’s Office of the Inspector General. After that there’s nothing but a listing for a few years as a case officer, but it doesn’t list the wheres, whens, and whys. All that’s either been redacted or just not there. If it makes you feel any better, I was just curious. So call me a curious cat and kill me now if you need to.”

      Her shoulders relaxed as she realized the information on her was skeletal. “It’s not a big deal, Garrett. You surprised me, that’s all. Don’t worry about it.” 

      “Whew,” Garrett sighed, as if he was thankful he would live another day. “So you’re done with it all?” he asked.

      “I am.”

      He winked at her. “A better job opportunity present itself on Pine Island?”

      “Yeah, you could say that.” Ellie looked into her cup, swirled the last bit of liquid around, and then looked back up. “I hit a point where I needed to live on my own terms, to stop doing the bidding of others. I’m in my mid-thirties now. I’ve worked for the government for my entire adult life.”

      He eyed her, searching her expression. “What really got you back here?”

      She looked out the window. A stray dog lifted its leg on the tire of a car, sniffed at it, and walked off with its head a little higher. “Politics.” She turned back toward Garrett. She couldn’t say where she’d been or what she’d done, but she was free to have an opinion. “We’re fighting this shadow war, this undeclared war that gives us the freedom to do whatever we want all around the world. After 9/11 the CIA migrated from a Cold War espionage service to a paramilitary organization. I did some good; I know that. And I wouldn’t change anything. But the Agency is no longer what it used to be.” Ellie looked around the coffee shop. People were typing on laptops, earbuds in, laughing with a friend, sipping their drinks, reading books. “Whatever the average person thinks of the CIA is probably informed by pre-Cold War tactics and methods. It’s not an espionage organization. It’s a global clandestine killing machine, and it was just time for me to make an exit. We’re on the front lines of a war-mongering enterprise run by Washington’s pimps, and I got tired of doing tricks.” 

      Garrett narrowed his eyes on her, intrigued by the sharpness of her words. “You bitter?”

      “Bitter?” She shook her head. “No. I’m not that kind of person. If I were I wouldn’t have made it this far. I stayed the course because I believed what I was doing was good. Once I stopped believing that, I stepped out.” She tried to smile. “I wouldn’t change anything. There are still a lot of good people there doing good in their own way. For all its faults we still need the Agency. I loved what I did, and it will always be a part of who I am. A bloated bureaucracy and weariness of working for someone else's obtuse agenda...that’s why I’m back here.” She picked up her mug, tilted it up, and finished the last bit of her coffee.  

      “You said the other day you’ve been back six months now?” he asked.

      “Yeah.”

      “Do you miss any of it?”

      “Of course. I was good at it. One day I might find a different way to serve my country again.” She felt a sudden urge to move the conversation away from herself. “So tell me about what you’re up to down here. What’s it like being top dog?”

      “It has its perks,” he admitted. “We’ve cleaned up a lot on the streets since I’ve come on. But things keep changing at a rapid rate, and it’s hard to keep up. The whole world of illegal drugs - cocaine especially - is different than most people think.”

      “How do you mean?” 

      “Well, nowadays, mostly because of Hollywood, when your average guy thinks of the cocaine trade, they think of Medellín, Escobar, Cali—the drug lords of thirty years ago. Those guys are legend now, but things have changed. Drastically. Cocaine production has become decentralized and typically doesn’t have one or two big men at the top anymore, at least not in Colombia and Bolivia. The Mexican cartels figured out that they could undermine the Colombians by securing the base product, then throw it into their own labs and distribute it themselves.” He paused. “Stop me if I’m telling you what you already know.” 

      She shook her head. “Narco-terrorism wasn’t my forte.”

      “The big cartels aren’t in South America. They’re in Mexico. Colombia and Bolivia and Peru, if they have any trades routes of their own, are throughout Europe, via African ports, but mostly they just sell to the Mexicans. Mexico is the golden trampoline; whatever drugs end up there are bounced somewhere else for a whole lot of money. These guys, Ellie - they’re as smart as they have ever been. Their networks are so vast that when you make one good bust you might as well have broken a capillary. They’re smart, better funded, and have far more resources than we ever will.”

      “What’s this area look like?” she asked. “You’re seeing drugs actually being brought into Lee County or just in from Miami?”

      ”Oh no, directly. As best we can see, the Mexicans are bringing their product right into our coastlines. They’re getting bolder, going farther and farther north, away from their decades-old routes in the Keys, Miami, and the Glades.”

      “And they brought you in to stop it all?” She smiled. 

      Garrett’s expression tightened, molded into frustration. “Supposedly. That’s what I was told, but they haven’t come through on it.”

      “What do you mean?” 

      “This is where I grew up, and it’s the place I love, so when they offered me the helm I accepted with the caveat that I would be able to dig into the routes and sources. That hasn’t happened yet. They won’t give me the right people for it. You talk about politics; I’ve got my own to deal with.”

      “They won’t let you dig under the skin? You’re joking.”

      “I wish I were. It looks better for them when they can show a bust and hold up kilos in front of the cameras. I’m about to circumvent some suits and bring someone in anyway.”

      “You should, Garrett. Good for you.”

      Garrett’s lips formed a hard line, and he ran an open palm across the back of his neck. “Yeah...so, about that. What would you think about joining me? Coming on my team?”

      Ellie blinked a couple times. “Hold on. Wait, you want me to chase down drugs?” She laughed, and, when she saw that Garrett wasn’t smiling, she lowered her voice. “I’m not a detective, Garrett.” It wasn’t completely true. Her first two years with the Office of the Inspector General at Langley meant she sometimes had a hand in finding the early morning shadow of officers that were suspected of unapproved or illegal activity overseas. Beyond that, her time as a case officer in Afghanistan meant that thinking logically and noticing trends could sometimes be the matter of life or death. 

      “You don’t need to be,” Garrett answered. “Ellie, I came down here to stop the flow of drugs from coming in at our coastline, not kick down the doors of single moms and grown punks who trade a few ounces here and there. My entire team is busy making raids and arresting bottom feeders who use more product than they sell. I need someone who I can give freedom to step outside the lines a little bit. Someone who has the creativity and the chutzpah to make connections and find pathways that no one else sees.”

      Ellie wasn’t surprised easily, but Garrett had somehow discovered how to do it. She was intrigued, not sold. “So you’re telling me that Lee County is bringing in drugs directly - not just bringing it in from other places - and that you’re not getting the tools to stop them?”

      “That’s exactly what I’m saying. I probably don’t need to tell you that red is the color of the tape that ties up good ideas and sends them down to the basement to rot. I have good agents at my office, but I also have to record a certain number of seizures on the books every quarter.” He made air quotes with his fingers. “‘Have to show progress.’ That leaves little time or resources to actually track down where it’s all coming in at and where it’s all moving. Miami has a lot invested in uncovering the logistics of the drugs and working with the other agencies - the Navy, Coast Guard, and the Department of Homeland - but that keeps the focus on what’s happening down there. That means a lot of focus is spent on what’s coming in around Miami-Dade County and less on the goings-on up here. The entire area from Naples to Tampa is rising as a destination port.”

      “Is it that bad here?” she asked. “I’m not naive enough to think there isn’t an underworld wherever you go, but I haven’t seen anything that would tell me drugs are running in and out of here by the boatload.”

      “That’s because they’re moving them out quickly. You’re right, consumption isn’t as bad around here as an inner city, and we don’t exactly have the state’s most sought after nightclubs either. That’s my point. Consumption is average, but we have sufficient evidence to believe that a lot of product is coming into our coastlines and quickly being moved up and out of the state. By my estimate we’re not catching ninety-five percent of what comes into and through Lee County. Maybe more.”

      Ellie ran the tip of her finger around the top edge of her empty mug, then raised an eyebrow as a warning. “I’m not saying yes, Garrett, but, if I were to even entertain the idea, how exactly would you see me fitting in?”  

      A twinkle of hope shot from his eye, and he leaned in. “We’d start by running leads on low- and mid-level offenders and go from there. Honestly, Ellie, right now we’re basically blind as to the way their networks are structured. We’ve got a couple top men on our radar, but we know there’s got to be more than that. You’re a fresh face, and I can’t tell you how valuable that is. These drug kingpins, they have their own shared networks of photographs and personal files, and it’s filled with cops and agents from every GO under the sun that has ever been involved with drug hunting at any level. Whether it’s you or not, I have some discretionary funds in my budget to bring someone like you on. I just can’t get my own people on it. You wouldn’t formally be with the DEA and would have a lot of freedom to do things your way. You’d have a contractor badge and work for me on the side. We’d issue you a firearm, laptop. I would have to get you vetted, interviewed, and brought up to speed. That process is usually a few months, but with your background I could get it sped up to a few weeks.”

      Ellie looked out the window again and watched the cars pass. In a moment of honesty, it sounded intriguing. But she had also grown used to the slow pace of her life now. A part-time job with Major that she loved and the freedom to do what she wanted when she wanted. A job like this would not come without stress and political pushback of its own.  

      She looked back at him. “I appreciate the offer, Garrett, but I think I’ll pass. I’m sure it would be good for the right person, but I don’t think it’s me.”

      “Fair enough.” His eyes held a gaze like that of a grouper lusting after a lure. He couldn’t hold back and asked, “Mind if I ask why?”

      “I like the pace of my life right now. It fits me. Everyone runs around this world now like you’re wasting away if you’re not going a hundred miles an hour. Old Florida is healing, you know? Like magic. The air rustling the palms is almost a soundtrack - always in the background - the gracious sunshine, the call of a gull, the way the water laps at a hull in an eternal quest to find itself way inside. That’s what I need right now.”

      Garrett laughed. “Fair enough. Just so we’re clear, no one is asking you to go to Juarez or Havana and get in a shootout with anyone. But just so I’m clear...you’re completely happy working at a bar part time and fishing the rest?”

      “Isn’t that what everyone works toward?” She smiled. “I think it’s called retirement.” 

      His lips drew a thin line. “You have a point. Okay,” he conceded. 

      “I’ll have to find a real job at some point down the road, but I don’t think it’s now.”

      “Well, if you reconsider, you know where to find me. Forgive me if I was too direct too soon. I’ve been told I am not one to smile kindly on patience. After having a vague idea of your past and making a few connections, I thought you might be a fit. Especially with us being old friends.”

      “No harm,” she said. “It never hurts to ask.”

      “It does hurt to hear ‘No.’” He grinned and then stood up. “Come on. I’ll walk you out.”
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      Three days later, after a long morning of shooting, Ellie and Tyler had decided to go for lunch and selected Nick’s Fish House on Matlacha as the place to do it. 

      Matlacha was a sleepy fishing village that connected Pine Island with Cape Coral via a single-leaf drawbridge at Highway 78. The bridge, dubbed “The Fishing-est Bridge in the World,” hosted generous quantities of mangrove snapper, trout, sheepshead, cobia, redfish, snook, and even small sharks. 

      The small island was a unique community in its own right and offered visitors such a rare glimpse into Old Florida that many now called it “The New Key West." Its old fishing shacks sat along both sides of the narrow road that ran through it and were splashed in bright energetic colors. Until the mid-1990s, Matlacha had been a famous and vibrant fishing community, bringing in mullet by the boatload for the good of all. In 1992, a pernicious voter referendum led to a ban on net fishing, and, in a punitive response, many of Matlacha’s commercial fishermen shot holes in their boats and set them on fire. The heaven-stretched flames could be seen out to Fort Myers Beach and Sanibel Island, a final death knell signaling the end of Matlacha’s existence as a commercial fishery. 

      Over the years the area came to be inhabited by a surplus of musicians, writers, and artists that in more recent years helped Matlacha grow primarily into a funky art community, giving the island its name, The Creative Coast. The locals claimed the relaxed way of life and the fresh, salty air were the perfect concoction for creative juices and imagination to flow freely. Art galleries, small seafood restaurants, and souvenir shops lined the side of the road west of the bridge and together formed a community that lived according to its own relaxed rhythms. 

      After looking briefly at the menu, Ellie had ordered Gulf shrimp tacos layered with shredded cabbage, garden fresh salsa, and cream sauce. Tyler opted for a steak strip sandwich that came served on garlic herb bread and topped with sautéed onions and Swiss cheese. They talked about rifles and trucks, and Ellie had managed to squeeze a little more out of him about what was back in Texas. Tyler had an older brother by three years who lived in Dallas and drove semi trucks for FedEx. His parents were still together, still lived in the same country house he was born in, and had their own business making custom leather products: wallets, knife sheaths, pens, and belts. Those were all reasons to stay in Texas - not to leave - but Ellie couldn’t bring herself to push that bright red button. Not yet.

      “So...I’ve been offered a job,” she finally said.

      Tyler stopped chewing and eyed her suspiciously, then finished chewing and swallowed. He took a long sip of his sweet tea and then nodded confidently like he already knew what it was. “It’s The View, isn’t it? They want you to join the cast. Bring on a former CIA agent who is now a part-time bartender in Florida?”

      She smiled. “Stop it. I’m serious.”

      “Okay. So what is it?”

      “I was with Major last week and bumped into an old friend of mine from high school. He works with the DEA━”

      “The DEA?” Tyler interrupted. He scrunched his face. “As in the Department of Ecological Advancement?”

      “Would you stop it? He tossed out the idea of me coming on as an outside contractor.”

      “And what would you be contracting?”

      “I’d help to identify connections between drugs being brought into the area and their sources.”

      “You mean like find street dealers?”

      “More like find the people the street dealers work for.”

      “Aren’t those guys sunbathing in Speedos at the Equator?”

      “No. It’s not like that. There are these domestic kingpins who control their own organizations. The guys doing the ordering and taking possession. That’s who’d I’d be helping to locate. It’s not sexy. Mostly just working through a lot of paperwork and asking the right questions of the right people.” 

      He probed the bottom of his glass with a straw and, like a toddler, slurped the remaining moisture out from around the half-melted ice cubes with a noise that sounded like an engine was taking off at their table. When he stopped he asked, “You mean these kingpins are around here?” 

      “Seems so. We have a lot of good coastline close to main roads, and I would imagine that makes it attractive to imports looking to avoid the eyes focused in on larger cities.”

      Tyler patted a trim belly, which sat in front of a now empty plate, then leaned back and locked his fingers behind his head. “So you gonna take it?”

      She shrugged. “No. I’m happy with the way things are.”

      “You’d rather take the position with The View?”

      Ellie ignored him and took another sip of her tea. “I don’t need to work. These last several months have been good for me.”

      “So humor me for a second. What don’t you like about the possibility?”

      “I know it would be stressful. Even if I work at it part-time. I have to be accessible and couldn’t just pull up and go down to the Keys for three months if I wanted to.” 

      The waitress brought their ticket and set it on the table. “Whenever you’re ready,” she said.

      Tyler grabbed it. “I’ve got this.” He took out his wallet, grabbed a piece of plastic, and set it on top of the ticket. “If you did it, when would you start?”

      “Whenever I say ‘yes,’ I guess. It’s weird. Here I am fishing one day, and the next I have an option to step into something like this.”

      “You’re intrigued,” he noted.

      “Yeah. Yeah, I think that’s it. But I’m not sure I really want to do it.” 

      “Well, I think you’d be good at it.”

      She smiled. “Thanks.” 

      “I also think you should do it.”

      “Really? Why?”

      “Why? Ellie, all the smart people that study people say it’s not good for people to do nothing.”

      “Hey, I don’t do nothing.”

      Tyler dipped his chin and stared at her. “Helping your uncle around the bar and the marina here and there does not classify as something. You keep this up, and you’ll be dead in five years. We’re not meant to be half idle for long periods of time. You know the stories of retirees who don’t find purpose after they leave their careers. They croak within a few years. Shoot, at least go buy a set of golf clubs.”

      “But I’m not old. And I do have purpose.”

      “Yeah. I’m not saying you don’t. But you can’t live the rest of your life on vacation either.”

      Ellie grabbed her sunglasses off the table and stood up. “Watch me.” She grinned. 

      He winked at her. “I do that already.”
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      The white Suburban moved gently on its suspension as it turned into the large circular driveway. It came to a stop, and the young boy’s eager feet were on the concrete before the vehicle's transmission was set in park. 

      “Mom, can I take my bike out for a while?” he asked through his mother’s open window.

      She turned off the SUV and opened her door. “I thought you were going to call your grandfather and wish him a happy birthday?”

      “I will. I just want to go for a ride. Come on, Mom,” he prodded. “I’ve been running errands with you all day. I won’t be gone long.”

      She stuck out her hand and rubbed the top of his head. “And thank you for being patient. Of course you can ride your bike. Don't be gone for too long.”

      He darted from the vehicle and ran toward the garage to get his bike. His mother clicked the garage door opener on her visor. “And don’t be loud when you come back in!” she called after him. “I’m putting your sister down for a nap!”

      “Okay!” he yelled back. He ducked under the door as it shuddered upwards and rushed over to the blue Diamondback Octane he’d begged his parents for—and gotten—for his birthday last week. He walked it out of the garage and jumped on, then adjusted the gears as he gained momentum. He turned out of the driveway onto the main road of their secluded neighborhood. He loved this place, and even more he loved riding through it. His father was an engineer for an aviation company, and that meant they got to live in the nicer area of Ionia. The plots were two to three acres and set well off the road. Trees were thick, and it almost deceived one into thinking you were in a forest far from the ocean and not less than a mile from the water's edge. 

      The chain clicked against the gears, and he twisted the dial on his handlebar. It locked in, and he gained more speed as he pushed hard against the pedals. The wind whistled around his ears, and he pictured Ben, his best friend, racing behind him, trying to catch up. Ben would be back soon from the family vacation he took to New England last week. They would race down this road like they had hundreds of times; only this time Ben would lose. He hadn’t seen the new bike yet. There was no way he could beat it. 

      
        
        _______________

      

      

      The man’s legs dangled off the pickup truck’s tailgate, and he fidgeted with the suppressor on his .45 ACP. “I can’t believe we’re doing this during the daytime,” he mumbled. “You guys hurry up.” Andrés Salamanca and Jared Robinson stopped and stared him down. 

      Andrés was just at six feet tall and had a high protruding forehead and a sharp nose. His head was shaved down to the scalp on both sides, and the long hair on top was slicked back and shiny under the excessive amount of hair gel he’d folded into it. Andrés had grown up in the sordid streets of Ciudad Juárez, Mexico, a brazen border city that was the main cocaine gateway to the United States. Shoved up against the metal fences of the Texas border, exactly halfway between the Pacific and the Gulf coasts, the city had long been a smugglers’ lair: a place where illicit fortunes were made and blown on fast cars, gaudy mansions, and purchasing amoral politicians.  

      Andrés was smart and quickly moved up in the ranks of the local cartel, but after a few years, his closest friends had all been killed by anti-narcotics efforts or assassinated by rival cartels. He liked breathing, liked the feel of his heart beating, so he transferred to the port city of Tampico and started running product across the Gulf. Over time he’d gotten to know his current boss, the cartel’s most respected distributor in Southwest Florida. When Andrés was apprised about coming to work stateside, he cleared it with the Mexican lords and made the switch. Three months later he was furnished with a social security number and an American passport, both legit and above board. The move was good for both parties. The cartel now had someone on the receiving end who knew the routes better than a migrating dolphin, and his new boss had someone who was respected by the runners and who had a reputation for getting things done. 

      Jared “Chewy” Robinson: Tallahassee born and raised. “Chewy,” so called because he was tall and had a condition that made him feel cold all the time, so he wore his light brown beard thick, his hair long, and a wool trench coat that never came off. Not even in the humid Florida summers when it felt more like a steam room outside than a domestic paradise. Sometime, a few years back, someone mentioned that Jared looked more like a Wookie than anything else. Rumor was the man who suggested the nickname thereafter suffered from a broken nose. The new name stuck nonetheless. 

      Chewy stared flatly at the short, pale-looking man sitting on the tailgate. “You could help,” he said, his voice booming deep and low in his chest. He dropped a kilo of cocaine into a wooden crate stamped with the image of a mango formed in black ink. None of them liked what they were doing today. Moving product like this in the daytime was unusually dangerous and greatly increased the chances that they would be seen or caught. 

      “Someone has to keep an eye out,” the man on the tailgate replied. He had a lazy eye. It rolled to the side, and he looked like he might fall over. “Someone comes off that road and through those trees for some reason, we’re toast.” He was a small man, better at delegation than the actual work, and his name was Scotch. No one knew his last name, and most likely no one cared. He was a good administrator but lacking on the people skills. No one liked to work with him. He was kept around strictly for his utility. 

      The previous evening a nervous Mexican crew had pulled their boat into the mangroves, dumped a quarter ton of product into them, and taken off. They had been convinced they were being tracked by Coast Guard surveillance. Now the cleanup crew had been sent in to recover the product and render it safe and hidden - where it should have been last night. Andrés and Chewy had spent the last thirty minutes walking to the water’s edge, fighting their way through the thick mangroves and walking the thirty yards back through the woods to the small unlabeled moving truck. 

      “No one comes out here, and you know it,” Andrés said with a disgusted tone. “Housing development stops a mile back down the road.”

      Scotch ignored him and kept his attention on the gun. His wrist folded and unfolded in rhythm as he churned on the suppressor to the end of the barrel. “How much longer?” he asked.

      “Fifteen minutes,” Chewy wheezed. “Ten if you would get over here and help. The boss doesn't like that we are in a position where we have to transfer bricks in the middle of the day.” Chewy huffed and set another couple packages gently into a crate, then walked back to the water’s edge. 

      Scotch sighed and slid off the tailgate until his feet touched the ground. “Fine,” he mumbled. He stuck the gun in the front of his pants and followed Chewy through the thick brush. Getting to the water’s edge, he held on to the branches of the mangroves and carefully placed his feet onto the slippery root system that poked out just above the waterline. He looked through the branches. Chewy and Andrés were fifteen feet farther, grabbing at packages still hanging in the branches and bobbing in the water against the roots. The crew had chucked the packages in the right place. Punta Rassa Cove was full of tiny islands and inlets, some inlets almost too narrow and shallow to ride a small boat through. Andrés hunched down, walked over to Scotch, and handed him two packages. “One more,” Scotch said. “If I’m gonna help, let’s just get this done with.”

      Andrés shook his head. “Two at a time.” 

      “Give me another one,” Scotch repeated. 

      Andrés looked over at Chewy. Chewy rolled his eyes and nodded out of frustration. 

      “Fine.” Andrés reached over, grabbed another kilo, and set it gently on top of the other ones nestled in Scotch's arms. “Go,” he said. “Be careful.” 

      Scotch slowly turned and jammed his chin onto the top kilo so they would stay put while he used his other hand to grab the branches. He precariously navigated his way out of the root system and back onto the grassy terrain of the forest floor. It sloped gently upward, and he kept his eyes on the white siding of the moving truck as it came into view. All of a sudden it was hard to walk, and he felt a pulling tension on the lower package. He frowned and looked down but couldn’t see anything. 

      He heard Andrés’s voice behind him. “Stop! You snagged on something.”

      Scotch didn’t stop. He set his chin down harder and swung his hands to the right. The tightly bound plastic wrap punctured and tore hard against the branches, releasing Scotch and his packages. Scotch flew outward, and the kilos went with him. White dust puffed up into the air before quickly settling down into vegetation around him.

      Andrés cursed and ran up to him. “What are you doing? I told you to stop!” Scotch rolled onto his side and sat up. He rubbed his head and looked back. A broken branch jutted out of a bush caked in white dust. That was the culprit. 

      Chewy came up behind Andrés. “Get up. Just get up. We only have a few more left. Clean this up, and get what’s left of it all into the truck. The man won’t be happy with this. He’ll take it out of your pay.” 

      “Big deal,” Scotch said. They walked past him, set the packages into an empty crate, and headed back down to the water. 

      Scotch stood up and brushed himself off. He didn’t know what the big deal was. These guys needed to relax a little bit. He stared at the white mess in front of him. It looked like a hurried cook had spilled flour everywhere. All of a sudden and out of nowhere, a tingle drifted across his stomach. Scotch spent the better part of the last four years on the administrative side of things. He hadn’t seen the actual product in as many years, nor had he tried it in a very long time. He had kept away from it because he couldn’t stop before. Now, temptation tore through his body like a starving dog staring at fresh bowl of chow. 

      He plucked a small leaf off the bush, jabbed it into the open side of the broken package, and brought it back out with a little mound of cocaine on it. It had been a long time. Just a little bit would be all right. It would calm his nerves and give him the boost to hurry up and get off this boring job site. He tapped the leaf, letting some of the drug fall off. He took his left index finger and pressed hard against the outside of his left nostril. Then he brought the leaf up to his nose and inhaled quickly, almost violently. The effects were immediate as the drug unfurled through his veins. Euphoria catapulted through him, and his heart rate clicked higher. It felt like he had just drunk ten cups of coffee. His nose started to tingle. He shook his head a few times and smacked his lips. It was good stuff all right. And oh, how he had missed it. 

      “What the hell are you doing?”

      Scotch turned around to see his two co-workers staring him down and holding what was left of the previously discarded kilos. His eyes were dilated, and he wiped at his nose. “Nothing. Just...well it was just sitting there. Didn’t want it to go to waste. You know?”

      Chewy and Andrés looked at each other. Scotch had just broken rule number three. No one ever broke rule number three. 

      “You are unbelievable,” Andrés said. “Get up.” He tucked the two kilos he was holding under his right arm and reached down and plucked the untorn packages off the ground. Chewy carefully picked up the damaged one. They walked back to the moving truck and deposited all but the torn one in a crate. Chewy grabbed a roll of duct tape from the cab and wrapped up what was left of the product. He then placed it in the crate, nailed a few brad nails in the top, and pulled the sliding door down. 

      “We are done here,” Andrés said. “You need to clean your mess up over there.” 

      “I will. Come on, guys. I’m not an idiot.”

      “That’s debatable,” Chewy said, then got into the passenger seat of the truck. 

      Andrés opened the driver’s side door and turned back around. “You’d better be out of here in five minutes,” he said. “The boss is already edgy. This whole thing we had to do here today is unprecedented. Make like a fairy and vanish.”

      Scotch waved him off. The moving truck started up, and Andrés navigated it through trees and bushes and back out to Shell Point Boulevard. Scotch pulled the gun out from his belt and aimed it at a tree in front of him. He faked shooting it, even letting the tip of the gun kick up. He supposed he’d been lucky that it hadn’t discharged into his crotch when he fell earlier. He set the gun on the tailgate and grabbed a bucket from the truck bed. He then walked down to the water’s edge and filled the bucket with water. He would toss a couple buckets of seawater on the area and be done. A couple more afternoon showers this week, and it would be like it had never been there at all. It wasn’t like anyone would come out here anyway. This was nowhere land. He grabbed the handle with both hands. Water sloshed out with each step he took. He came up on the spot, put a hand underneath the bucket, and stopped. He wasn’t alone. A young boy was staring back at him. 

      The boy had on jean shorts and a white T-shirt with Iron Man’s red and gold face on it. He sat wide-eyed on a bike with his right foot planted on the ground.

      Scotch set the bucket down and walked toward the truck. “Hey, kid. Whatcha doing out here?” He slid his backside onto the tailgate and moved his gun behind him.  

       The boy looked a mixture of curiosity and fear. 

      “Have a seat right here.” His patted the empty space of tailgate next to him. “It’s okay. No problem at all, all right?” The boy walked slowly to him, darting his eyes around, fear spilling from them. He parked his bike and took a seat, leaving his legs to hang motionless off the edge of the tailgate.

      “I’m not going to hurt you. Let’s just have a talk.” Scotch smiled. “What uh...what are you doing out here?”

      “I...I...am just riding my bike,” he said. His breath was short, and his small Adam’s apple rose and fell as he swallowed nervously. 

      “Now, no need to be nervous.” He smiled, and the boy’s shoulders relaxed just slightly. “I am going to ask you a question, and I need you to tell me the truth.”

      Pupils dilated, the boy nodded. 

      Scotch followed the boy’s eyes to a space behind him. He looked down and saw the grip of his gun. “Oh.” He chuckled. “Don’t worry about this.” He set the weapon down on the edge of the truck bed. “Never know when you’ll see a gator, right? Now then, I think you have a pretty good idea of what I am going to ask you. So why don’t you just go ahead and answer it.”

      “I...I…” he stuttered. 

      Scotch spit into the grass and then laughed. He felt so good, the fiery rush of energy still riding through his veins. 

      “Yes?” he urged.

      “I didn’t see anything, sir.”

      “Then why do you look so scared?” 

      The boy tried to cough, but no sound came. “I know you are doing something out here. I know I shouldn't be here. But I don’t know what you want me to tell you I saw. I didn’t see you do anything.”

      Scotch pursed his lips and nodded. He look at the kid and, smiling, put a hand on his shoulder. “That’s the truth? I’ve been a Catholic from the time I came out from my mother’s legs. You wouldn’t lie to a Catholic, would you, son?”

      “No...no, sir. Not at all, sir.”

      Scotch flashed another smile. “Well, good then,” he said as he slid off the tailgate. “I’m glad you didn’t see anything. That is very good. Now, if you wouldn’t mind, I am in fact trying to get a little work done. Maybe you could find another way into the woods a little further out down the road to ride your bike in? You can do that for me?” 

      The boy’s head lifted, his face draining of concern. “Yes, sir,” he said emphatically. “Sorry to have interrupted you.”

      “No problem at all.” Scotch put his feet on the ground and walked up to the bike. He turned it around and held it out for its young owner. The boy got up, walked to his bike, and jumped back on. 

      “Have a good day, mister.”

      Scotch’s eye drifted out again, and he smiled. “You too, kid. You too.”
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      Suds grew like larvae out of the back and forth motion of the scrub brush as it crossed the deck. Ellie pushed down harder on the handle and slid the brush over the last untouched area of the boat. She tossed the brush over the edge and grabbed the hose. She depressed the nozzle handle, and the fresh water rinsed away the salt and the cleaning solution. 

      Major had pulled the boat out of the water with the marine forklift and set it on a couple boat dollies where they staged boats in need of cleaning. The Salty Mangrove Marina had a small, covered dry dock that could keep up to forty-six boats on a bi-level stack. Once boats came back in off the water, they would be cleaned immediately, the engines flushed, and re-racked. Ellie liked the work. It only took about a half hour to get a boat washed up and ready for storage again. Cleaning a boat was like mowing the lawn; it allowed your thoughts to drift and gave you time to think about whatever came. It contrasted with her working at the bar where you had to engage customers and strike up conversation. She enjoyed both. 

      This time of year the dry dock didn’t see much action. The busy season, when the boats’ owners came down from up north to visit and play for a few months, was typically from December to April. Right now, most of the active boats in the marina were wet docked at one of the twenty slips that Major’s marina offered. Many of the locals in St. James City had their own boat lifts in the canals behind their homes. 

      Ellie finished spraying down the deck and vaulted over the side, bringing the hose with her. She grabbed the power washer and started spraying down the hull. She heard a deep voice over the sound of the compressor and the water and turned to see her uncle walking toward her with his cell phone on his ear. He nodded, said something, and hung up. He stepped over to the compressor and turned it off. “Hey, Ellie, listen. Henry just called from the Rotary Club. He said a boy went missing earlier today in Catalpa Cove. The cops over there are asking for folks to come out and help search for him.”

      “Ugh,” Ellie said. She recentered her Salty Mangrove ball cap over her eyes. “What happened?”

      “Not clear on that. All Henry knew was that he went for a bike ride a little after lunchtime and never came back. His mother said he’s never gone for over an hour and it’s been five or six now.”

      “Did they check his friends’ houses?” she asked.

      “They’ve checked all the spots: friends, putt-putt, arcade, fishing dock. The police don’t get anyone involved until they’ve done that.”

      “Yeah,” she said, then blew out a long puff of air. “I can’t imagine what his parents are feeling right now.”

      “About like that time Katie went missing when she was three. We thought maybe she fell in the canal. Took us two hours to find her. You remember that?”

      “Yeah. Not much of the details but I remember how scared and panicked I was. Dad just kept crying after she was found.”

      “We found her asleep in the closet. That whole ordeal took about five years off my life.”

      “Should I come too? I can help look.”

      “No. Go ahead and stay here and look after everything. I’m sure we’ll have plenty of people looking for that boy before the hour is up.”

      “Okay. Well, call me if you think I can help.”

      “Will do. Hopefully, he just detoured to his favorite hangout and we can get him home to his parents so they can wring his neck.” He started walking away, then stopped and looked up. The clouds were thickening overhead, the sky a mixture of light and dark gray. “Oh, hey. That storm will be here in a couple hours, so the bar might be a little light on traffic late tonight. Fu and Gloria are the only ones up there right now. If it gets to raining too hard, go ahead and shut down early.”

      “Will do.”

      
        
        _______________

      

      

      “Ellie, you mind topping me off?” A tall mug came sliding down the bartop. Ellie caught it and smiled. “One day I’m going to miss, John.”

      “Not a chance. Besides, I always give you a heads up.”

      Ellie brought the glass underneath the spout and pulled back on the handle for Miller Lite. The golden liquid ran down the side of the glass, and she held it straighter the fuller it got, finishing it off with a frothy head. She walked over to John and set it on the damp coaster in front of him. 

      “Thanks, sweetie,” he said. 

      It was dark now, and the Christmas lights wrapped around the cedar posts of the bar and the Edison lights strung behind the bottles of liquor on the back wall provided a soft glow against the brighter glare of the television hanging in the corner. There were more patrons tonight than Ellie would have expected. It seemed like folks had been inclined to come grab a quick drink at their favorite watering hole before the storm hit. Several people had planted themselves inside behind the transparent rain flaps of the indoor eating area, and a handful were at the bar. A cool gust came off the water from the pier’s direction and was a reminder to all that closing time would be early tonight. 

      The flat screen television had Jeff Jamison, the local CBS weatherman, pointing to the radar map behind him, showing strong rainbands heading toward Fort Myers, Cape Coral, and the barrier islands. His tie was a bold checkered pattern of purple and orange. Ellie thought he always wore the best ties. He finished and turned it back to the news desk, and Ellie grabbed the blender to fulfill an order for a lime daiquiri. 

      The Wangs were focused on the television. “Oh my God,” Gloria said. “Ellie, turn it up.”

      Ellie reached for the remote, clicked the volume higher, and gave the screen her attention. The camera panned in and showed an image of two thin legs lying limply in wild grass. The newscaster was saying a boy had been found. Murdered, shot in the back of the head, on the mainland just across the water from them. Out of respect, the camera showed only the legs of the preadolescent body, motionless in the grass. It quickly panned away. 

      “Oh dear,” Gloria said. Her fingers went to her lips. 

      Ellie's mouth went dry. “Oh my Lord. No,” she said. “Where is that?”

      “Ionia, right down the blueway from here. That poor boy’s family. They said they found traces of drugs not far from him,” Gloria said. “Like maybe he stumbled onto something by accident.” 

      A picture flashed onto the screen of a young family sitting on a beach. Father and son wearing khaki pants rolled up at the ankles and matching button-down shirts. The mother and baby girl wore matching yellow sundresses, and they all stared into the camera as if life had only ever blown a sweet breeze across their bows. The newscast slowly zoomed in on the face of the boy, but before the mother's face disappeared Ellie caught a clear view of it and gasped. Visions of long, tan legs standing on top of a cheerleading pyramid and a homecoming queen’s crown flitted across Ellie’s memory. The newscaster said she was Gina Stark. Back then she was Gina Higgs, the most popular girl in high school, the embodiment of all clichés: head of the cheerleading squad, homecoming queen, straight As. But she was kind, and Ellie had always liked her. She was even prettier now than she had been back then. 

      Ellie grabbed her cell phone from off the side of the cash register. She had two missed calls from her uncle. She thumbed over her contacts and selected the one she wanted.  

      “Hello?”

      “Garrett,” she said softly.

      It took him five heartbeats to answer. “You heard?” His tone was quiet, sober.

      “Yeah.”

      “That’s Gina Higgs, isn’t it?” she asked.

      “Yeah.”

      Ellie blinked back tears. It was strange how she could feel for a woman she hadn’t seen in fifteen years. But no one should have to lose a son. Especially like that. 

      “They said there were drugs. Did they bring you in on this?” 

      “Of course. I got on scene a few minutes ago. We’re getting samples of the drugs. It was cocaine. A lot of it by the looks of it. There’s tire tracks all over here.”

      “You don’t think the boy was in on it, do you?”

      “Not a chance in hell. This kid was your upper middle class, baseball playing, ‘I want to go to Disney for my birthday’ type of kid. Twelve, Ellie. He was twelve. We’re not talking about a rich, clean-looking college kid who never had the chance to hear Nancy Reagan tell him to say no to drugs.”  

      Cell phones across the bar started ringing. The news was spreading quickly. 

      “Yeah. Yeah. Okay,” she said.  

      The news anchor sent the program into commercial, and Ellie stared into the plastic container of lime wedges. 

      “Hey, I’ve got to go, okay?” he said. 

      Ellie blinked. “Yeah. Of course.” She hung up without saying goodbye. She slipped her phone into her pocket and pinched the bridge of her nose. Her eyes were damp, and she did her best to blink the moisture away. 

      Two customers were mumbling down the bar about the story, and Gloria stared at Ellie. “You knew the mother?” she asked.

      “Not for a long time. But, yes. I knew her.”

      “Oh, honey, I’m so sorry.”

      Ellie nodded. Fu nodded. 

      “Hard to believe this kind of thing happened a couple miles from here,” Gloria said. “These drug monsters are playing in our own backyard.”

      “Excuse me,” Ellie said, then stepped out from under the tiki hut. She walked toward the pier as hot waves of anger pulsed through her. What kind of person does that to a kid? It was surreal. In the Middle East this kind of thing happened all the time. Terrorist groups gave no thought to whom they hurt or how they hurt them. They recruited children as soldiers and used them as shields. But here? The picture of the boy’s legs flashed across her vision. She stopped at the wooden rail and looked down into the dark, stirring water. The wind whipped strands of hair across her face. If those bringing drugs into their coasts were willing for a twelve-year-old boy to be incidental collateral in their dark enterprise, then they would be willing to do anything. That young boy wouldn’t be the last.   

      A couple large, cold raindrops hit her skin. Ellie pulled her phone back out and tapped the glass, set it to her ear. It rang twice. 

      “Garrett. Hey.” She sighed and swallowed hard. “I’m in.”
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      Ellie pulled her Silverado next to the guard house that commanded access to the parking lot of the Fort Myers DEA office. She plucked her temporary badge from a pocket in her backpack and rolled down her window. She handed it to the guard. “Good morning, Sam.”

      “Hey, Ellie.” Sam Elton was on the heels of his twentieth year with the Administration. Two years ago he had transferred from forensics to security, a role he was fully overqualified for. He said he still needed the work but wanted life to move a little more slowly. He wore standard-issue cargo pants, and his thick arms and chest swelled underneath his white polo. His graying blond hair was trimmed tight to his skin, making it easy to confuse him with a Marine. He took her badge, scanned it with a handheld device, and looked at the reading. “Your temp badge expires today. Are you getting a permanent one?”

      “Yes. They should have it ready for me inside.”

      He paused, looked at the picture printed on the plastic, and then smiled at her. “You’re not all that photogenic, are you?”

      She reached out the window and tried to playfully slap his arm. She missed. “Stop it, Sam.”

      He handed it to her. “You must be pretty special. Usually takes a good couple of months to get a permanent clearance.”

      “Well, there’s a lot of work to get done,” she deflected. “Thanks again.”

      “You bet.” He went back in, and the gate slid open. The steel one-way spikes lowered under the weight of the truck as the tires moved over them and clicked back up once it passed. Ellie navigated the truck to an empty section on the far end of the lot. She liked parking farther away. It gave her time to think and process on the walk in. She turned off the engine and kept her hands on the steering wheel, staring out her windshield at the four-story building in front of her—beige-painted brick and lined with darkened windows. It was surreal being here, holding a badge that claimed her title as an independent contractor with the Drug Enforcement Administration. A badge that, for all intents and purposes, gave her as much clearance and authority as an actual agent. Seven months ago she had walked across the inlaid seal at Langley for the last time and moved here with the resolve to never work for any kind of GO again. But little Adam Stark’s murder had immediately softened her resolve, and today would be her first day with her feet on the ground. After agreeing to Garrett’s proposal to come work with him, Ellie had spent her first week here undergoing interviews, personality and cognitive testing, and mounds of onboarding paperwork. As Sam had noted, it was a process that usually happened over the course of a couple months, if not longer, but Garrett had massaged his influence to dramatically speed up the process. The last two weeks Ellie had spent eight to ten hours a day getting up to speed on agency policies and codes and steeping herself in the “Who’s Who” of the local and wider world of drug trafficking. She had also worked out an agreement with Garrett’s office. She would choose when she would work, a minimum of twenty hours a week and no more than thirty, with Garrett reserving the right to call her in if her absence was hindering specific progress or delaying results. Key people in the office would assist her where needed, but Garrett did not yet have the flexibility of pulling them completely off their own cases or workflows. Ellie would be getting Agent Mark Palfrey’s help for up to twenty hours a week. Mark was young, just twenty-eight, and entering his third year with the DEA, coming on after getting a master’s degree in special investigations and spending three years with the forensics division of the Atlanta PD. His current role with the DEA was an Intelligence Research Specialist which had him working closely with Special Agents as well as managing research into drug cultivation and production, trafficking routes, and analyzing the flow of money in and out of those trafficking organizations. As it was, the Miami office had co-opted him to focus so much into the workings of drug movements in the Fort Lauderdale area that he, as yet, did not have the freedom to cast his gaze and research onto Lee County. Bringing Ellie on and assigning her and Mark to a team was Garrett’s way of subtly giving the finger to his superiors in Miami. He had taken the helm of the Fort Myers office to restrict the cartels’ access to their coasts, and he had decided to make that happen with or without their consent. 

      Garrett was much different than the person Ellie remembered from their high school and college days. He was grounded and clear thinking, mature and confident. The choice he had made years ago to ensure that his life went a meaningful direction had clearly paid off. It was almost unheard of for someone in their mid-thirties to be in charge of a regional division, but it was easy to see why he was. In the short three weeks Ellie had been coming here, she noticed the high regard in which those in the office held their Special Agent in Charge. He had a reputation as a boss who wasn’t timid about getting his hands dirty or performing routine, ordinary tasks. It was the reason he had bumped into Ellie and Major that day in the Sound. Carl Rickman, a Special Agent, had come down sick that morning, and Garrett took his place out on the water performing routine checks along the coastline. Garrett was also quick to acknowledge his lack of experience in certain areas and often deferred to the experience of older agents. The office loved him for this quality. Know-it-alls didn’t get very far, and Garrett was an expert at creating teams that could function at a high level by drawing on the specialized talents and experiences of each member of the team. 

      Garrett had been spot on when he pitched his offer to Ellie at the coffeehouse last month. Ellie had met most everyone in the office over the last three weeks, and they were all tasked in some capacity with either finding drugs on the street or supporting the agents who did. Not a single team was dedicated to finding those at the top: the men or women connected to the Narcs, the ones actually bringing the drugs into local coastlines. Miami had a cargo ship full of agents designated for such anti-narcotic activity, but not one of them had a cubicle up here. Along the coast from Sarasota to Everglades City, there were hundreds of miles of coastline running along estuaries, coves, rivers, and the fringes of small islands, all providing sufficient opportunity to clandestinely import illicit drugs.  

      When Ellie had called Tyler and told him she’d accepted the offer, he’d been pleased and said that he would notify The View that she would be declining their offer. The news of the boy’s death had spread quickly, raising tempers in every bar and fish house on the island. Tyler, like everyone else in the community, was angry at the apparent cause of, and connection to, young Adam’s murder. It was Citrus who hadn’t been so thrilled that she had taken the job. He was used to his owner being around all the time, coming and going throughout the day, often taking him with her to The Salty Mangrove or out on a run. She’d given him a good belly scratch this morning and promised him that, now that she was ready to get started, she wouldn’t be stuck at the office as much. Citrus had run five full circles around the living room, yapping the entire time. He would have, of course, done so if she had only said “Good morning.” Ellie had recruited Major to bring Citrus over to the bar on the days she wouldn’t be around. 

      Ellie grabbed her backpack, stepped from the truck, and started walking across the dark asphalt of the newly paved parking lot. It was a perfect Florida morning. Warm, not chilly. Humid, not wet. A few clouds sliding lazily through the blue sky like stray wisps of cotton candy. A perfect day to be out on the water or lying on a beach. 

      Or for taking the first steps to track down a young boy’s murderer. 

      The news of Adam Stark’s murder had hit the wire nearly a month ago, and the county had, as yet, found nothing substantial in the way of clues. Tire treads were discovered in the soft soil from two different trucks, all of them ubiquitous. The cocaine found dusted on a saw palmetto was still at the lab, and results weren’t due for another two weeks. A couple boot prints showing a size fourteen were discovered near the water. That was it. No hairs, no fingerprints, no fibers. Nothing that would lead them beyond the crime scene. No one had seen any trucks go or come out of the trees near the waterline, and there were no cameras within a three-mile radius. If the murderer was going to be found, it would only be through the result of digging into the undergrowth of the local drug industry.

      Ellie walked up to the glass door at the front of the building, scanned her badge on the card reader, and opened the door once it beeped and the diode on top turned green. The ground floor lobby was everything one would expect from a government building. Gray marble floors, a couple leather couches in the corner that no one ever used. Three artificial trees on either side. She walked up to the guard desk and set her badge on the counter. The man behind it replaced it with three pieces of paper. 

      “Sign those for me.” He handed Ellie a pen. She signed them and set the pen down. 

      “Thank you,” he said. “I’ll scan these in and email them to your SAIC.” He opened a drawer and pulled out her permanent badge. “Here you go. You’re all set.” 

      “Thank you,” she said, then set her backpack on the conveyor belt and walked through the metal detector. Another guard watched a monitor as her bag went through and handed it to her when it came out the other side. 

      “Have a good one,” he said. 

      Ellie walked toward the elevator. The building had been erected in the sixties and for thirty-odd years had been the offices for local businesses and a couple NGOs. As the decades moved on, tenants became attracted to newer office parks that had greater curb appeal, leaving half the spaces vacant save for the spiders and June bugs that squatted in them. The government finally purchased the building around the turn of the millennium, drove out the remaining tenants, and gave the exterior a facelift. Now, the first floor and half of the second were the local offices for the ATF: Alcohol, Tobacco, Firearms, and Explosives; the third floor was marked for the Department of Homeland but sat eerily vacant; and the fourth was the DEA. Ellie punched the elevator button and mentally massaged two words while she listened to the elevator click and rattle down the shaft.

      Mateo Nunez. The name came with an image. Large round face with black hair slicked back into a ponytail. A square chin and a fat nose huddled under small but piercing eyes. He was one of two local men who were known as heads of their respective drug operations and believed to be operating somewhere in the general vicinity of Fort Myers. The other man was Sebastián Zamaco, and a clear picture of him had yet to be put in his file. A sketch from five years ago had been pulled off a surveillance camera at a gas station in Marathon, and it had only showed a third of his face in a grainy black and white. Some had doubted if it was really even him. No other likenesses of Zamaco had been seen. The dubious sketch showed a man with a high forehead and bushy eyebrows, full cheekbones, and thick lips. The image rendered by an artist had the artificial look that seemed inherent in composite sketches: obtuse eyes, unshadowed cheekbones, and overdrawn areas where the actual features were yet unknown or unclear. After spending the last week studying the files of both men, and what little was known of their organizations, Ellie had decided to start with Nunez’s organization. Zamaco’s file was cold, and Nunez’s was warmer only because two drug houses busted in the last year had been his. He had not been on the scene during the raids, and a man in handcuffs had finally admitted the house was Nunez’s. The man was killed in prison four months later, no one admitting to witnessing who had sliced his throat with a shank made from dozens of sharpened paper clips woven together. 

      The elevator gave a muffled ding, and its stainless steel doors slid open. Once inside the car, Ellie scanned her badge and rode to the top. The doors slid back to reveal an open floor plan. A pony wall enclosed two thirds of the floor space, interior windows rising off of it all the way up to the tiled ceiling. Behind the glass was a sea of cubicles, and behind them, along the exterior wall, were small offices. Garrett’s was on the far end, was larger than the rest, and looked down on East Fort Myers. Ellie walked down a hallway and turned left into the main conference room where two people sat with their backs to the windows. They all exchanged greetings, and Ellie took a seat at the other side of the table. 

      “Ready to get at this?” The voice belonged to Special Agent Tim “Jet” Jahner. Jet was in charge of the office’s Special Response Team and was approaching sixty, his gray hair trying to turn white. He had been a part of the Fort Myers DEA team for twenty of his thirty-one years with the agency, was as fit as a drill sergeant, and often acted like one. His strong, toned muscles pressed out on his blue polo. Jet’s field experience was unsurpassed and envied across the entire floor. If it was illegal and was growing or being cooked in Lee County, Jet’s team would lead the task force that would get it out of the wrong hands. Jet had been in Medellin the day Escobar was gunned down by the Search Bloc nearly three decades ago and had been a key figure in advocating for Garrett - young, talented, and motivated - to lead their office and to begin focusing their sights on the bigger fish. Part of the agency’s agreement with Garrett in giving him the Fort Myers office came with a promise to give him the freedom and resources to dig deeper into the local underworld. Ultimately, they failed to live up to the promise. They gave him the office but kept him centered on street drugs instead of the high-level suppliers. Someone had noted it was like a parent giving their child permission to dig for gold in the backyard while keeping them busy with inside chores. Garrett wasn’t against getting drugs off the streets, but he saw it as a Band-Aid solution instead of addressing the festering wound underneath. 

      Ellie pulled a notebook out of her backpack and looked at Jet. “You bet I am,” she answered. 

      “Garrett should be here in a second,” Jet said. “In the meantime I think I’ll grab a cup of coffee.” He got up and walked to the Keurig at the other end of the room. It sat underneath a flat screen television on a small hutch that also held paper cups, coffee condiments, and a couple speakers that were connected to the television. 

      The DEA conference room was another testament to the distribution of taxpayer money gone awry. A twenty-foot conference table made of polished walnut sat in the center, surrounded by modern office chairs dressed in blue faux leather and set with chromed arms—pleasant to the eye but not to the backside. Two modern art statues sat in a corner. No one knew what they represented or whether they were supposed to mean anything at all. One was a twisted piece of metal that looked like it might be a giraffe reaching for food, and the other was a peculiar amalgam between a Rubik’s cube and an apple tree. Framed pictures of beaches and sunsets hung on the cream-colored walls, and a regal chandelier hung over the conference table. Ellie thought the designer had too much money and advanced cataracts. 

      Mark Palfrey, Ellie’s new partner, was positioned next to Jet’s empty chair. Standing, he came in at five feet nine inches, and his short brown hair was thinning on top, giving him advance notice that he would be bald in the next four years. He was slender, had wide shoulders, sharp eyes. He smiled at Ellie and pointed at her with his pen. “First day on the job. I guess that makes you the newbie.”

      “Newbie!” Jet chimed in from across the room. “That says hazing to me.”

      Ellie’s eyebrows shot up. “Try it, gentlemen, and see if you’re not sorry for a very long time.”

      “I don’t know, Jet...I hear she’s like an ex-Navy SEAL or something.”

      “I heard she was Mossad and was single-handedly responsible for bringing down the KGB.”

      “You’re both right,” she said, grinning. Garrett had given the men, as well as a couple others in the office, a thirty-thousand-foot view of Ellie’s past career. It was a hazy outline at best, with all details withheld. The secrecy only added to the enigma, and, over the last three weeks, the office had been taking guesses at what had occupied her past professional life. All things considered, her new co-workers had not the faintest clue about her previous employment. 

      Garrett walked in with a stack of folders under one arm and mug of coffee in the other. He shut the door with his foot and took a seat next to Ellie. “Morning, everyone.”

      “Morning,” they chimed.

      Jet returned from the coffee maker, took a seat. Garrett set the files down and pushed them out in front. “Everyone take one, please.” He smiled. “This is a big morning. I want to formally welcome Ellie to our team. Mark and Jet, you know how passionate I’ve been about finding the cat instead of chasing the tail. I want to take a few minutes and make sure we all get started on the right foot and that we’re clear on how things are moving forward from here. You all know that when I was given this office late last year, I did so with the promise that I would be given a team that would dig further down. A few weeks into my time here, my direct report in Miami was replaced, and I was never given that team.” He leaned in, set his elbows on the table, and tossed his hands out. “This is where I grew up.” He nodded at Ellie. “It’s where Ellie grew up. Jet’s called it home for a couple decades, and his grandkids live here. I want to clean up the rats that are invading the shadows. That’s why I’m here, and that’s why she’s here. I’m not asking either one of you or anyone on your teams to stop what they’re doing now. If anything, I’m asking you to add to it, so thank you for your willingness. Now, here’s how we’re going to do this.” He opened up a folder, looked into it, and the three others followed suit. 

      “The three of you already know the two men we’re trying to target, so I won’t go into that now. It’s in your folders, and you’ll be getting an email today with further details. Mark, I want you to see what you can turn up with old leads. Suppliers, runners, dealers, you name it. Everyone knows someone, and that someone knows someone. If we can understand the network, the associations, we can start making progress. Ellie, if you need anything from another agency that would be helpful, I can get you in touch with the right person.” Garrett’s connections and associations with the other agencies ran deep. He was on a first-name basis with white collars in the Department of Homeland, Department of Justice, Coast Guard, Sheriff's Office, even some brass in the Navy. Every organization but the FBI. He had made some connections with the FBI soon after his arrival, but those didn’t go very far. The FBI was exceptional at what they did, but interfacing and working smoothly with the DEA was not one of those things. The FBI was responsible for enforcing over two hundred categories of federal law. The DEA was a single-mission organization tasked solely with enforcing drug laws. When the two jurisdictions overlapped, some rooster was bound to spread his wings and show everyone that his agency was in charge. “Mark, you’ll be Ellie’s liaison with the agency. You’re the only person in this building given a specific block of hours to help her. She needs more than that, you have to clear it with me first.”

      “Got it,” Mark said.

      Garrett looked at Ellie. “Wish I could give you more, but I’m already going to get questions I don’t want for cutting his field hours in half.”

      “No worries,” she said. “We’ll make it work.”

      Garrett addressed Jet and Mark. “You need to know that I appreciate your commitment to this agency and what we stand for. You’re some of the best at what you do. I don’t want you stepping into something that detracts from your primary directive as given to us from Miami. If you can’t do your daily job well and help me a little on the side, then don’t. Track your bottom feeders, make your arrests, go on your raids, push your paperwork. That’s what the top brass wants, that’s what we’re going to give them. If you can’t continue doing that with excellence alongside what I’m asking of you in addition, then tell me, and I’ll take you off. No harm done. We good with that?”

      Two heads bobbed.

      “Mark, I’ll expect you to ensure Ellie has what she needs and that any requests get completed quickly. “

      “So,” Jet spoke up, smiling. “You mean Mark’s getting a promotion to a glorified secretary?”

      Everyone laughed, and Garrett said, “Find time this week to bring Ellie up on what you know. Logistically and organizationally, you know more than anyone here. Ellie, for the time being direct your questions to Jet. He’ll have answers I won’t have.”

      “Got it.”

      “I don’t have anyone else in here this morning because we’re just getting started. If we start to see progress on your end, we’ll loop in more to assist where needed. For now, there is a ton of paperwork to comb through and organize. You should be able to find something in there that launches you off.” 

      When Garrett first joined the Fort Myers office just nine months ago, he’d discovered a storage room filled with stacks of file boxes rising so high some of them had pushed up the ceiling tiles. The agents that had worked those cases had, in the course of their careers, moved to other offices, some retiring. The thin film of dust over the room was a testimony to poor management and mishandled information. Garrett was intent at finding out what was in there. His experience had taught him that, in the drug world, where blood flowed easily and money was spent quickly, old cases and personal files were never irrelevant. Networks spread and moved dynamically, hardly the same today as they were six months ago. The low-level guys changed all the time. They got arrested, killed, deported. But it was rare that leadership changed. They were the feared ones, the leadership that everyone was too scared to touch. In Garrett's world, if you had even waved at anyone known to be connected with moving or dealing drugs, you were marked and noted. It was a good philosophy, even if it made his administrative staff try hard not to hate him. Connections, connections, connections. That was his motto. Everyone, he said, is connected. You sniff blow, you got it from someone. They got it from someone, and they got it from someone. You don’t shoot up, but you know someone who does, you’re connected. 

      Garrett continued. “Ellie is here to help us find the invisible hands. She’ll have the flexibility to do things we may not be able to. Please do not ask her to do something directly. Run it through me first. You’re to act as her support team where you can. She needs something, you give it to her. Good?”

      Two heads bobbed again. 

      “If she finds some success, I’ll have a better chance of convincing my own bosses to allocate more resources to what’s she doing and hopefully build out a full team for that.”

      “We’re looking forward to working with you, Ellie,” Jet said. 

      “Yeah, we are.” Mark agreed.

      They spent the next fifteen minutes reviewing the documents in front of them and discussing strategies for moving forward. When they were done, Garrett grabbed his binder and stood. “All right, everyone have a bang-up day. Ellie, why don’t you follow me to my office?”

      Ellie grabbed her things and followed her old friend and new boss into his office. “Shut the door, will you?” The wall behind his desk was painted with whiteboard paint. He grabbed a large picture the size of a sheet of legal paper off his desk. He snagged a piece of tape from the tape roll, attached it to the picture, and stuck it on the wall. 

      Mateo Nunez.

      Garrett grabbed another picture and repeated his movements.

      Sebastián Zamaco. 

      “Okay…” he said. “There we are.” He grabbed a red dry erase marker that was peeking out from a stack of paperwork and drew a short line down from Nunez’s picture and then traced a square. He wrote an address in the box and then repeated the action a second time with a new address in the next box. “These are the locations we raided last year. You have access to everything we’ve got on this and all the arrests involved. After that prison killing last year, I’m willing to bet that you’ll have a hard time getting anything out of anyone remotely connected with Nunez. Everyone will probably be as quiet as a turkey on Thanksgiving Eve.”

      He took the marker and drew an empty box next to Zamaco’s picture. I’m sure there’s a third we need to be looking at, probably a fourth and fifth. The problem right now is that we don’t know anything about them - or if they even exist.” He jutted his chin toward Zamaco’s likeness. “He’s a big question mark right now, so again, the boxes of files may help. 

      “I’ve got time dedicated to going through all that,” Ellie said. “But I think our best leads will come from interviewing the right people.”

      “Agreed.” He tossed the marker on the desk and grabbed his keys. “Speaking of which. Come on. Let’s go pay someone a visit.”
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      Five minutes later Ellie and Garrett were in Garrett’s agency-issue Ford Expedition, heading west into Cape Coral. He had the windows down and his cuffs rolled up. The radio was set to a low volume, the music welcoming someone to the Hotel California, which apparently was a lovely place and had plenty of room. 

      “Did IT get your remote access set up yet?”

      “I haven’t checked yet,” she said. 

      “If it’s not, it should be in the next couple days. That will give you access to certain files when you’re out of the office. Not all of them, but it should keep you from having to come in as much.”

      “So who is it we’re going to see?” she asked.

      “Jimmy Joe Claude,” He said slowly, like it was fun to say. 

      “Jimmy Joe Claude?”

      “Yep. Three first names. He was destined for greatness, but his mother gave him three first names. He’s been out of the can for a couple weeks now. I want to see if we can get something fresh out of him.”

      “So who is he?”   

      “Low level. I got him tossed in on minor possession charges right after I started here. The judge pinned seven months on him. Too stupid not to get caught doing something every couple years, but he’s got more connections than Kevin Bacon.”

      “Where’s he live?” 

      “A couple clicks north of St. James City.” 

      

      Jimmy Joe Claude’s house was a small, one-story box house that looked sad and neglected. An old gray Buick sat in front of a rotting wood garage door, had a flat tire, and the upholstery on the inside canopy was drooping down. The lap siding on the house was sagging, and most of its old paint had dried, peeled, and chipped off, leaving behind an unhappy exterior that was struggling under excessive rot and sun damage. 

      Ellie and Garrett stepped out of the car and walked up the cracked concrete steps and onto the porch. Garrett knocked on the aluminum screen door. The magnetic hum of a TV could be heard from the other side. 

      “Who is it?” a hoarse voice yelled from inside.

      Garrett leaned in. “DEA, ma’am.”

      They heard nothing for half a minute. He raised his hand, about to knock again, when the lock clicked back on the door and it opened on a woman with shoulder-length, gray hair, curled tight like it had been over-permed. She wasn’t fat, but she wasn’t slim. Her breasts sagged into a ratty beige tank top that looked like it had been in the wash about the same time she had been in the shower. And that, apparently, had been quite some time ago. 

      The lady rolled her eyes. “What’d he do now?” she asked. 

      “Nothing, ma’am. We’re just trying to find some answers and want to see if Jimmy might be able to help us.”

      “That damn boy,” she said. 

      “Are you his mother?” he asked.

      She sighed, shook her head, and started walking back into the house. “Come on,” she said. 

      Ellie opened the screen door and stepped in first with Garrett following behind her. It was humid inside, like the air conditioner had rebelled, leaving it far warmer than even a pig’s comfort level, creating an atmosphere that amplified pungent smells of cat urine, sour milk, and old newspaper. Ellie’s throat cringed, and she took small, short breaths in an effort to delay the added smell of her stomach’s contents to the mix. 

      The curtains were drawn, and sunlight streamed through the light blue fabric, giving the room a soft, eerie glow. An overfilled litter box was stuffed in a corner, and the dark green carpet was threadbare in places and littered with piles of dirty clothes, unopened envelopes, and empty cans of Bud Light. She returned to an upholstered easy chair that faced an old wood-paneled TV, blaring a midday talk show where someone was screaming about DNA and sperm and daddies and child support. The woman lifted a half-empty pack of Camels from a TV tray that functioned as an end table. She pulled out a stick, stuck it between her receding lips. She lit up and put the lighter down along with the pack. Keeping her eyes on the television, she asked reluctantly, “So, what do you want?” 

      Garrett’s badge hung from a chain around his neck. He grabbed it and, in a show of display, held it up. “I’m Agent Garrett Cage, and this is Ellie O’Conner. You’re Jimmy’s mother…Loribelle?”

      “Uh huh.”

      “Is Jimmy here?” Garrett asked.

      “No.”

      “Do you know where he is?”

      “Probably workin’. He don’t tell me.” 

      “Where is he working?”

      “He don’t tell me.” She didn’t bring her eyes away from the television. 

      Garrett released a curtailed sigh. “He hasn’t told you where he’s working?”

      “That’s what I said. He leaves ’round mid-mornin’, comes home ’bout supper time. Brings me my TV dinners and mangoes, then goes back to his room. Don’t know why he brings me the mangoes. He knows I hate the damn things.”

      “Then why do you think he brings you mangoes?” Ellie jumped in.

      She shrugged. “Gets ’em from work probably. Or steals ’em. All of ’em are half bruised. Don’t rightly care.”

      Garrett looked at Ellie and then back to Loribelle. 

      Ellie’s lungs were screaming for an upgraded quality of air. 

      “What kind of hours does he keep?” Garrett pressed.

      Loribelle sighed. “Don’t pay no attention. I hear him in the middle of the night sometimes, but I don’t know if it’s him leavin’ or just gettin’ up to use the head.”

      “Does he ever have any friends over or mention who he hangs out with?”

      The older lady huffed, or choked, or sneezed; Ellie wasn’t sure. “If he got friends that ain’t locked up or dead, I don’t know nothin’ about them.” 

      Garrett looked at Ellie again and nodded slightly toward the door.

      “Thank you for your time,” Ellie said. She laid her card on the TV tray between the half-eaten bag of Ruffles and the overflowing ashtray. Here’s my number if you do come onto any answers. You might be hearing from me again if we need anything else.”

      Loribelle said nothing, immersed in her show.

      Ellie and Garrett made their way to the door and walked out into fresh, salty air. 

      “Well, that was painful,” Ellie said after they got back in the car.

      “I think the agency needs to start issuing nose plugs. I’m pretty sure that’s where plagues start,” Garrett said as he put his hands on the steering wheel. “So, where to? Mangoes and nothing. That’s all we got.”

      “We could try the Winn-Dixie or Mr. Jensen’s fruit stand. Or we could visit a couple of the growers. Maybe he’s working at one of them,” Ellie said. 

      “Worth a shot. Let me try something first.” Garrett pulled out his phone, searched his contacts, and dialed a number. 

      “Reece, hey, it’s Garrett. Listen, I need you to find the number to Claude’s parole officer and give him a call. Ask him if he has a job on file. It’s probably bogus, but it’s worth me checking out.” A pause and Garrett replied, “No, he’s not here. His angel of a mother doesn’t know anything.” Another pause. “No, I mean I really don’t think she knows anything. She’s...well, let’s just say that Jimmy may have a good alibi for why he turned out the way he did.” Ellie could hear more words coming through the earpiece but couldn’t make them out. “I know,” Garrett replied. “Just tell the parole officer we’re working a lead on some product. Make it clear we don’t currently suspect Jimmy. That’s important. If he still won’t give it to you, fill out a formal request and email it to his supervisor.”

      They hung up, and Garrett looked at Ellie. “I’ll wait for him to call me back, see if that saves us from driving all over the island looking for him.”

      “If we’re going to be tracking down mangoes, let’s start at The Groovy Grove,” Ellie said. “The Potters were over at The Salty Mangrove last week. They’re good people and would help if they know anything. If nothing else, they may have heard another grower mention Jimmy.”

      “Fair enough,” Garrett said. 

      Ellie spent the next several minutes reviewing a couple files she had retrieved from her backpack. Finally, Garrett's contact called him back. When he hung up, he said, “No dice. Parole officer didn’t answer.” He pulled down on the gear shift and started driving away from the small house, and Ellie stared at it as they left. 

      “Do me a favor, Garrett. Next time you want to take me into a place like that, at least have the courtesy to issue me a hazmat suit.”

      “Done,” he said. “Speaking of which, let’s stop somewhere and get something to drink first. I have to wash the scent of the pit of hell from my mouth.”
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      The Groovy Grove was the largest and oldest commercial mango grove on Pine Island, nestled in the center of Pineland. It boasted fifty-two acres of fully grown fruit trees, trees that shot upwards a hundred and twenty feet and extended their branches out fifteen feet from the center. 

      Garrett turned the Expedition west onto Pineland Road and crept along for a quarter mile before turning right into the dirt parking lot of the Grove. The parking arrangement consisted of two long rows separated by a thick steel cable threaded through short wooden posts. Ellie and Garrett stepped out and made their way to a small white building sitting at the edge of the grassline. The building had a quaint window that looked out to the street beyond and was surrounded by flower gardens full of petunias and sunflowers. Pots of yellow and orange marigolds were scattered around the perimeter. Wooden steps led up to the door. 

      “You ever been out here before?” Ellie asked him.

      “Nope. You?”

      “Sharla’s an old friend. My father used to bring me out here to pick when I was little. It’s been a long time.” 

      As they approached the steps, an older lady appeared from around the corner. “Hello there,” she said. “May I help you?” Strands of long gray hair hung out from beneath a wide straw gardening hat, and her eyes were hidden behind sunglasses. She was slender and wore an open, long-sleeved denim shirt over a muted pink T-shirt featuring the Groovy Grove logo. Her hands were enclosed in cotton gardening gloves. Ellie had always thought of Sharla as the embodiment of Southern hospitality and grace. 

      “Sharla, hi. It’s Ellie.”

      “Ellie, sweetie. How are you? I didn’t recognize you with those shades on.” Sharla stepped in and gave her a hug from the side. “It’s always so good to see you.” 

      “How is business here at The Grove?”

      “We’re doing fine,” Sharla said. “Still trying to hold out and remain traditional. Everything farming has moved into big time production, and sometimes it seems like we’re back in the stone age trying to keep things the way we like them.” 

      “Do you still have your own bees?”

      “You bet your bell bottoms we do.” 

      Ellie politely took a step back. “Sharla, this is Garrett. Garrett Cage.” 

      “Ma’am.” He nodded toward her and offered a hand. Sharla removed a glove and shook it. 

      “Hello, Garrett,” she replied. “Nice to have you out here.” 

      “Thank you.” 

      Sharla turned her attention back to Ellie. “So what can I do for you? Are you wanting to schedule a time to pick?”

      “Unfortunately not.” She looked over at Garrett. “Garrett is a special agent with the Drug Enforcement Administration, and I’m working with him now on a particular basis.” 

      “DEA? Well, I’m afraid the strongest drug I have around here is a little bit of coffee.” She smiled. 

      “Nothing like that, Mrs. Potter,” Garrett said. “We’re looking for someone specific and wanted to come by on a long shot and see if you might know anything.”

      “Of course, whatever I can do to help.” She shook her head. “It’s just terrible about that young boy a few weeks back. From what the news folks were saying, it sounded like he might have stumbled onto some drug deal or something.”

      Ellie pursed her lips. “It seems that way.”

      “It’s hard to believe that things like that happen in our little private corner of the world,” Sharla said. “Well, I don’t know that I can be much help, but if I can offer anything that might put a dent in all this nonsense I’ll be glad to.”

      “Thank you,” Ellie and Garrett said in unison. 

      “Ellie, you’re working with the DEA now? I thought you were working with Warren over at the bar?”

      “I’m still helping down there. Garrett and I are old friends, and he asked me to help them out with a few things. It keeps me a little busier.”

      “Well, busy is good, especially at your young age.” She smiled. “Do you remember when your father used to bring you and your sister up here to pick? You both were so little. Gary and I had just bought the place.” 

      Ellie pushed off the wave of sadness that tried to wash over her and forced a smile. “I do. Those are good memories.” 

      “If I remember correctly, your father thought he was tough enough not to need gloves and ended up with a rash that lasted over a week.”

      “He was stubborn sometimes. Well, most of the time.”

      Sharla waved a hand. “Anyway, you didn’t come out here to walk down a lane called Memory with me. So how do you think I might help to stop this whole criminal underworld?”

      “Well, ma’am,” Garrett said, “we’re looking for a man named Jimmy Joe Claude and thought he might be out this way. Any chance you’ve heard the name or know him?”

      “Ah, of course,” she said. “He came to us, oh, a couple weeks ago and asked for a job.”

      Garrett looked at Ellie and raised his eyebrows. 

      “Gary wasn’t all that keen on the idea, but I believe everyone deserves a fresh start.” She set her hands on her hips. “I sure hope that boy is serious about that.” 

      “Is he here now?” Ellie asked.

      “Sure is.” She extended her arm and pointed beyond the office. “He’ll be about halfway back through the grove, picking. Did he do something? I know he has a reputation around the island for trouble. I just hope he doesn’t bring any here.”

      “No, ma’am,” Garrett said. “He’s not in any trouble. We only want to ask him some questions and see if he can help us find some answers. We don’t suspect him directly of anything.”

      “Good.” She nodded and relaxed the muscles in her face. “Good. Well, he’s back there if you want to have a talk with him. Just make sure he’s not picking while he’s talking. The new guys always forget the wash if they’re talking or not keeping their minds on the simple things.”

      “Of course. Thank you, Sharla. It was good seeing you,” Ellie said. 

      “You too, sweetheart. You let me know if you need anything else. Stop by the shop here on your way out, and I’ll let you both go with a bottle of chutney.”

      “Certainly will. Thank you, Mrs. Potter,” Garrett said. 

      Garrett and Ellie made their way through the rows of trees in the general direction pointed out by Sharla. The grass came in ankle high and looked to be about ready for a good mowing. 

      “So, your dad,” Garrett said. “He was allergic to mangoes or something?”

      “Allergic? No. Why?”

      “Mrs. Potter said something about a rash.”

      “Have you ever picked a mango?”

      “Nuh-uh.”

      “Mango sap is highly acidic, so when you pick off the stem it spits that stuff at you, and if it gets on your skin it can burn it. It doesn’t show up for a day or two. Pickers have to wash or rinse whatever they pick within a few seconds or it will leave a mark on the fruit and make it hard to sell. I’ll show you when we get out there.”

      “Who knew?” he said.  

      It was another five minutes of maneuvering between the trees before they heard snipping sounds a couple rows over. They followed the soft noise and came out onto a row where a man was standing on a small lift and reaching up into the higher branches of a tree with a picking stick. He snipped a branch, and the picking stick held onto the fruit. He lowered it down and released the mango onto a rubber tarp. Garrett came nearer and called out before getting too close.

      “Hello, Jimmy,” Garrett said, lifting his voice and crossing his arms. 

      The man swung around, and Ellie immediately concluded that he was the clear progeny of his mother. His face was sunken and narrow, the inevitable result of rampant drug use. His eyes sat too far back into his head, and the furrows on his face made him look ten years older than he probably was. His light brown hair was beginning to gray, slicked back so hard the lines left by the comb were still visible, so greasy it could have lubricated an entire diesel block and still have some left over.

      He wore faded black jeans too big for his skinny legs and a thin Rolling Stones T-shirt that sat on shoulders the size of sticks. He eyed them suspiciously before recognizing Garrett, then sighed and shook his head. “Hey, I haven’t done nothin’, okay?” He looked around shiftily. “You gonna get me fired with them wondering why the DEA is out to see me.”

      “We’re not going to get you fired, Jimmy,” Garrett said firmly. “We already told Mrs. Potter that we wanted to talk with you and that everything is fine. We only have questions. Can you come down here please?”

      “Well, talk with me later. I’m workin’ right now.”

      “We already went to your house and spoke with your lovely mother,” Garrett said. “I didn’t waste my time tracking you down out here to talk with you another time.”

      “I’m not into anything. I’ve cleaned up and am going straight.”

      “Yeah, you and Boy George,” Garrett replied. “You know things Jimmy, things that we would like to know too.”

      “So?”

      “So I need your help. Can you come down here?”

      Jimmy sighed again and pushed a button on the lift that lowered him down to the ground. He lifted the safety bar and stepped out into the grass. “I got nothin’ to say.” His eyes bored into Garrett’s. “Especially to you.” 

      Garrett smiled smugly. “I mentioned that we went by your mother’s house. You know, it smelled like she was diffusing essential oils.” He looked at Ellie and snapped his fingers. “I forget, Ellie, what was the name of that scent she had going?”

      “I believe they’re calling it Mighty Marijuana, Garrett.”

      Jimmy’s eyes widened briefly. He rubbed the back of his neck, pockmarked by adolescent acne twenty years now gone. 

      “I’m sure I could go over there right now and find a dub bag or two,” Garrett continued, “but I don’t want to do that. If you say you’re trying to go straight, I...well, I’m not sure I believe you, but I’ll go with it. You’re out here sweating for a few bucks an hour for whatever reason, so I’ll buy it for now. Just help me out, and we can leave you alone.”

      Jimmy brought a hand up to his pointy, stubbled chin and rubbed it. “Well, get on with it,” he finally muttered.

      Garrett reached behind him and retrieved his wallet from his back pocket. He slipped a couple fingers in between the leather folds and pulled out a small picture. He held it up. Jimmy squinted at it.

      “You seen this boy in the news?”

      “Nope. Don’t watch the news.” Jimmy turned his head - not enough - and spit into the grass, almost hitting Garrett’s shoes.

      “Well, he was murdered a few weeks ago by someone dealing.”

      “Who killed him?”

      “We don’t know who killed him.”

      “Then how do you know they was dealin’?”

      Garrett sighed and put the picture back. “It doesn’t matter, Jimmy. The facts are what they are, and we want to find the person who did it. What have you heard?”

      “Look, man,” Jimmy said. “I ain’t into killing no kids. I ain’t into killing nobody. Have I done drugs, moved drugs? Yeah, I done drugs and moved drugs. But that’s it.” He raised his thin eyebrows. “And not no more either.” 

      “But you know people who deal who would be the kind to kill a child?” Ellie asked.

      Jimmy rubbed a shirt sleeve across his forehead and looked indifferently at Ellie. “‘Course I do. But that doesn't mean I know who done it. You got a couple hundred people in this county pushin’ drugs on some level and ten thou or more using ‘em. Who’s willin’ to kill a kid over it?” He shrugged. “Beats me. Coulda been high, coulda been for leverage, revenge. Who knows? Sounds like you got a snark on your hands. Besides, I ain’t no snitch.”

      “I’m not asking you to rat anybody out, Jimmy,” Garrett said. “I’m just looking for direction. Something - anything - that can help us get these guys. Right now I’m walking in blind.” 

      Jimmy sighed again, spit again. “There’s a guy in the clink in Hardee Correctional. Works with Nunez on some level.”

      “Tommy?” Garrett asked.

      “No, not Tommy. You gonna let me finish?”

      “Go ahead, Jimmy,” Ellie said.

      “He’s two through a dime for moving coke. Victor. Victor Calderón. But he’s gettin’ tired. Wants to get outta there. He was a tough guy going in but ended up getting a chitolean for a cellmate, and he’s had to hold his pocket for two years now. You ask, he’ll probably talk. If,” he said with emphasis, “you cut him a deal. ‘Cause if Nunez finds out he talked...” Jimmy ran his index finger around his throat.

      “That all?” Garrett asked, jotting notes on a pocket-sized pad. 

      “Look, man. You come bug me at work, threaten about my mother. I give you some goods and you want more? Get the hell out of here. I ain’t doin’ your job for you.”

      “You were in the clink for what, six, seven months?” Garrett said. “I’ll bet you held someone’s pocket, didn’t you?”

      Ellie shot her eyes toward Garrett. “We appreciate the help, Jimmy,” she said. “We really do.” She shifted her focus behind him. “Do you mind if I borrow that picker from you for a minute?”

      “Uh, sure.” He shrugged but didn’t remove his glare from Garrett. 

      Ellie walked behind him and grabbed up the eight-foot picker. She stood under the tree and looked up, trying to find a ripe mango near enough so she wouldn’t have to use the lift. Finding one, she extended the pole and set the pinchers around the stem of the fruit. She pulled the handle, and it cut the stem and held onto it. She brought it down and released the mango into her hand. “Thanks, Jimmy,” she said, handing the picker back to him. She motioned for Garrett to come closer. “Once you’ve got it in hand, you grab the top of the stem and pull it back.” The stem snapped and what looked like spit flew out of the newly-formed navel. “That stuff is the sap.” She stepped over to a large container filled with clear fluid and submerged it. “This is the mango wash.” After leaving the mango under the clear liquid for a couple seconds, she pulled it out and held it up. “That’s all there is to it. Just have to keep the acid off the fruit’s skin.”

      “I never would have known.” He smiled. 

      Ellie gently set the mango with the other picked ones, then wiped her hands on a rag hanging from the lift. 

      She turned and smiled at Jimmy. “Thank you again.” 

      He nodded, put his gloves back on, grabbed the stick, and got back in the lift. She and Garrett turned and started the walk back to the car. 

      “Hey,” Jimmy called out. They turned and looked at him. His face was softer but not soft. “Hope y’all find who killed that boy.”

      “Thanks, Jimmy,” Ellie said.

      They were both quiet on their exit from the grove. Ellie finally spoke up. “What do you think?” she asked.

      “He gets under my skin, that guy. I haven’t seen a turd like him clean up yet.”

      “I meant what he gave us.”

      “Yeah. I know. It’s worth checking out.”

      “I’ll do it,” she offered. “If someone is going to try talking with Victor, we’ll probably need a way to get him out of there so Nunez doesn’t find out.”

      “For sure. Let’s schedule a meeting tomorrow back at the office, and we can figure out a plan.” They came out of the grove a few yards from the parking lot. 

      “Let’s stop in and see Sharla,” Ellie said. “I’m not leaving without cashing in on free mango chutney.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twelve

          

        

      

    

    
      “He’s late,” Andrés said. “I don’t like it when he’s late.”

      Chewy looked at the dash clock. “We’ll give him five more. After that we’re wind and spirit.” 

      They were positioned in a twelve-year-old Chevy Malibu behind the rundown visage of an old bank which had the good fortune many years ago of being home to Martin and Hooper’s Savings and Loan until it was endowed with the bad fortune of being a casualty of the eighties’ S&L crisis. It never recovered and would never be absorbed into a conglomerate in small part because Fenwick Martin thereafter perished of a stress-related heart attack and in large part because Clyde Hooper put a 12 gauge in his mouth one evening and pulled the trigger. His wife reported that Clyde had told her he was getting up to get a glass of milk. “He never drank milk,” she said. The bank building was never repurposed and spent the last thirty years in a commercially abandoned area of town withering away under the hot Florida sun.  

      “I don’t remember him ever being late. Do you?”

      “Nope.”

      “Boss isn’t going to like this,” Andrés said.

      “No, he’s not. Now quiet. I can’t hear when you’re thinking out loud.”

      “We spend our lives under the poison of other peoples’ critical gaze, never allowing ourselves to be who we really are…”

      Chewy was prone to spend idle minutes listening to what he called “prophets of personal power.” Self-help gurus: Zig Ziglar, Tony Robbins, Brian Tracy. Tonight it was Johnny Burkis, the big-haired, shiny-shoed, high-pitched sage out of Salt Lake City. 

      “You. You are already what you want to be. You only need to actualize it.”

      Andrés huffed and pulled out a Marlboro from the half-empty pack sitting in the center console. He grabbed a lighter, flicked his thumb over it, and the tip of the stick glowed orange. He rolled down the window and breathed out. “Actualize this,” he said to the stereo and lifted his middle finger. Chewy paid no heed. His head was laid back on the headrest of the driver's seat, and his eyes were closed. 

      Andrés shook his head. “You drive me nuts with this.”

      “You listen to it enough times, and you start believing it. It’s affirmation.”

      “Well, I affirm that it’s all a load of horse crap.”

      “...these people who don’t believe in you and won’t follow through with anything they say. I’m telling you they are poison!” Burkis’s voice channeled through the speakers with the passion of a Southern Baptist preacher seeking to convert the wayward souls of the heathen. 

      A beam of headlights swung around, catching the Malibu and momentarily blinding the two men. Chewy turned off Burkis and kept his eyes on the approaching car. “It’s him,” he said. As was customary, they remained in their vehicle until the other party stepped out of theirs. 

      The Town Car stopped directly in front of them. The door opened, and the headlights flicked off. A man with skin the color of the night around them stepped out of the car. Chewy and Andrés followed suit. Chewy shut his door and walked confidently and slowly to the front of the cars. “You’re late,” he said.

      “Yeah. Sorry.” 

      “You’ve never been late before, and it makes me nervous. I don’t like being nervous, Simon.”

      Simon looked uncomfortable, shifty. He slicked a hand down a long goat patch hanging off his chin. His thick braids were covered by a Jamaican rasta beanie. “Yeah, well...look. I’ve got some news you’re not gonna like.” 

      Chewy exchanged a quick glance with Andrés. “And how’s that?” he asked.

      “The higher-ups. They don’t like all the talk about killing this kid. Too much attention.”

      Chewy stared at Simon. Andrés looked away and took another draw of his cigarette, his head bobbing to a silent rhythm of fresh anger, his nostrils flaring like a fish’s gills. 

      “They think you guys had something to do with it and─”

      “And what?” Andrés asked, taking a step up to him. He got in the man’s face and tilted his head. “And what?”

      Simon took a step back, his calves now touching the Town Car's bumper. “Look, I’m just the messenger. I have to tell you that we’re not taking possession of the rest of our order.”

      Andrés flicked his cigarette at a dead palm tree hugging the back of the building. “No. Simon. No.” He shook his head vigorously. “We don’t do half orders. You’re in it for the whole.”

      “We’ve already returned the product to the drop off, so you won’t be out anything.”

      “That isn’t the point,” Andrés fumed. “We are not in the inventory business. We are in the getting it out of our hands as quickly as possible business. We don’t order what we don’t sell in advance. You know that.”

      “Like I said, I’m just the─”

      “Simon. When you wipe your tail, do you do it halfway?” Andrés asked him. 

      “What?”

      “Just answer the question,” Chewy shot back.

      “When you wipe your tail, do you do it halfway?” Andrés asked again.

      Simon, perturbed, shook his head. “No.”

      “And when you screw your girlfriend, do you do it halfway?”

      “No.”

      “Uh-huh. And when you brush your teeth, do you only do the uppers?”

      “What? No.”

      “Right...so why would I take half an order back from you when we have already made arrangements? See where I’m going with this?”

      “Guys, look. We’ve done business together for a long time,” Simon said. “This isn’t my call. You know that.”

      Andrés took a step back. “I know,” he said. He waved a finger at the dark man. “And I like you, Simon. But that is not the point, is it? You’ve put me and Chewy here in a position where we now have to go back and explain why our product is now sitting back at the drop off point for anyone to just come along and stumble upon. I don’t like having these conversations with my boss.” He leaned against the hood of the Malibu, set a foot on the bumper. “So here is what’s going to happen. We are going to get back in our car. You are going to get back in your car.” He tossed out his hands. “And we are going to drive away. You are going to retrieve said product and sell it so it’s never recovered by the feds. I’m going to have to talk with the bossman and see what the repercussions of this will be. You go get the product you’re trying to return. I’m not touching it unless I get the go ahead.”

      “I can’t go back and get it. Look, I’ve got some stuff in my trunk right now,” Simon pleaded.

      “So if I ask you to open up your trunk, I’m only going to see,” Andrés lowered his brows, looked up, and tossed out a few fingers as he mumbled numbers to himself. “Twelve packages? I will only see twelve packages?”

      “I think it’s eleven,” Simon said. 

      He jutted his chin toward the Town Car. “Why don’t you just get out of here and tell your bosses no dice. You’re an idiot to even come talk to us about this. You know how we work.” 

      Simon sighed. “All right, guys. Look, I’m sorry.” He walked back and disappeared into his ride. He drove across the potholed parking lot and pulled out into the road. His taillights disappeared behind a cluster of pines. 

      “You believe this?” Andrés said. He and Chewy got back in the Malibu. Both took in a deep breath and exhaled simultaneously. Chewy started the car, turned on the stereo, and drove away from the carcass of the old bank.  

      Burkis resumed his sermon. “...so now if people don’t keep their commitment to you. Get rid of them! They are dead weight in letting you achieve your fullest. If they can’t be trusted and won’t follow through, just gggggget rid of them!” 

      The corners of Andrés’s mouth worked into a twisted smile. “You are not kidding,” he said.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Ellie, Mark, Jet, and Garrett sat at the monstrous table. Four others had also been brought in to discuss what was known about Victor Calderón and whether or not what Jimmy Joe Claude had provided was worth pursuing. Discussions over the last thirty minutes had the room unified that Jimmy Joe Claude’s lead on Victor Calderón was worth massaging. Victor was indeed a known lieutenant of Mateo Nunez, was two years through a ten-year stint, and as of a couple months ago had been sharing a cell with Boosie Maine, a large man whose sexual proclivities leaned heavily toward the male variety.  

      “We can’t just walk right into the prison and talk to him,” Garrett said. “That will make the wrong people think he’s talking, or at the very least being questioned. I’m with Ellie. We need to find a way to get him out for a while.”

      Mark was staring at his laptop screen. “He doesn’t have any kind of pass. Hasn’t been out on garbage patrol, no laundry duty, isn’t allowed conjugal visits, no temporary releases. So no getting close to him via his daily routine.”

      Garrett eyed those around the table. “Any suggestions?”  

      “What about talking to him in the library after hours?” someone suggested. 

      “No,” Jet said. “We’ll have to get him off site. Anything else is too risky. Someone even smells that he’s being talked to, he’ll have Xs over his eyelids before the week is out. Nunez doesn’t mess around.”

      “What about a trip to the doctor?” Ellie offered. “You know, he gets sick and has to be rushed to the hospital.”

      “Go on,” Garrett said.

      “An officer or cook could slip him some ipecac—whatever they use these days—that would make him visibly sick. That might get him to the hospital for an overnight.”

      Heads nodded.

      Jet picked up his phone and opened his maps app. “Hardee Correctional is an hour and a half from the nearest hospital.” He continued thumbing the phone. “It’s about an hour from anywhere, so we need to choose the destination hospital and plan for an overnight. We can engage him while he’s there or on his way back. The latter would be preferable.”

      Garrett leaned back in his chair and tapped the top of his pen on his chin. “All right. Let’s see about getting the ball rolling on that over at Hardee.” He looked back at Jet. “Do you know if we have anyone on the inside we can trust over there?” 

      “I have a guy at the Sheriff's Office. He’ll know how to help.” 

      “Okay.” Garrett made some notes on a pad. “Get me all the specifics on your contact by tomorrow. Some of these correctional officers are as crooked as a dog’s hind leg. If nothing else I’ll call the warden and see about getting one of us in there to make sure it’s done right.” He looked down the table. “Mark, get with Kevin. He’ll know who to contact for the right cocktail and dosage to get Victor temporarily sick. I’m with Ellie. I don’t have a clue what that might be. 

      “Will do, boss.”

      “Jet’s right. We’ll keep the lowest profile engaging him on his return. With him being higher up in Nunez’s org chart, they’re going to have their eyes on him while he’s out. Ellie, we’ll bring him back in a car. Why don’t you pose as the escorting officer and do your thing. We’ll get you set up so the handoff at the prison goes smoothly and everything looks normal.”

      “Sounds good.” 

      “Let’s be clear on the objective here, folks,” Garrett said. “We need Victor to cough up names or leads that we do not currently possess. I know that boy’s death hit many of you hard, but be reminded that we are not the Sheriff's Office or the FBI. Our job is to grab the bastards for dealing drugs. That’s all. If we can stop them, we can make sure this kind of thing doesn’t happen again.” The room nodded in agreement. “I want a list of people we think we can trust on the inside on my desk by tomorrow. We pick the wrong guy at Hardee, this whole thing is a bust, and we’re back to square one. Let’s see if we can get this done by the end of the week. Everyone’s dismissed.” Garrett lifted his hand. “Ellie, hold on a second.” 

      She sat back down, and the room cleared. Garrett waited for the glass door to shut before speaking. 

      “You good with my suggestion? Posing as an officer?”

      “Sure. It’s a good idea.”

      “Okay. Then we’ll leave him overnight at the hospital and not touch him. If I remember correctly, Hardee doesn’t employ female correctional officers over there, so you’ll pose as a transport officer. We’ll have an unmarked cruiser behind you.”

      “Perfect,” she said. “I’ll see what I can get out of him. I already have a good angle.” 

      Garrett closed his folder and jammed his pen into his shirt pocket. “Couple of us are grabbing lunch at Rosa’s. You want to come?”

      
        
        _______________

      

      

      It was Friday. Victor Calderón had been in room 309 at Blake Medical Center in Bradenton since early last night, ever since he fell ill in the prison mess hall. He had taken his meal tray of mashed potatoes, fried chicken, and steamed carrots to his usual table in the center of the room and begun eating. Three minutes later and all at once, his face broke into a hot sweat, his skin flushed red, and projectile vomit the distance of three tables flew across the room. Inmates had scattered and cursed at him. Victor landed on the floor, lurching and dry heaving and wishing for someone to shank him to end whatever ailment had come upon him. It didn’t stop once he was carried to the infirmary. He’d spiked a hundred-and-five degree fever a half hour in, and the decision was made to send him off site for advanced medical care. Once in the ambulance, they stuck an IV in him. The dry heaving eased, and the nausea waned. He slept the whole hour to the hospital and was handcuffed to his bed on the third floor with a guard posted outside his door. 

      He had been cleared to leave at nine this morning with all paperwork resolved in the system by ten. He would be brought out a side entrance used for staff. The hospital was privately funded, and a single officer standing down a hallway was one thing. Having a man in a blue jumpsuit and handcuffs walking out the front door didn’t exactly protect their brand. People would talk, and some would think of the hospital crawling with prisoners every time they would visit. 

      Ellie stood outside the metal door in the khaki shirt and dark brown pants of a correctional transport officer. A .40 caliber Glock 23 was strapped to her side, and her ponytail was pulled through a dark brown ball cap ensigned with the county’s correctional transport logo. Other than the driver, Ben Richter, a real transport officer, Ellie would be the only one in the car with Victor. She would sit in the back seat directly behind Ben. He and his superiors had been informed as to the nature of Ellie's presence. 

      The side door opened, and Victor stepped through with two armed officers flanking him, each with a hand clasping the upper part of his arm. She put her hand on the top of Victor’s head, and he lowered himself clumsily onto the seat of the Crown Victoria. She shut his door, walked to the other side, and got in behind the driver’s seat. Ben’s responsibility was no different today than any other day: drive the car safely to the prison. A blacked out Chevy Tahoe belonging to the Sheriff’s Office was behind them, providing additional, standard protection. Because of his position in Nunez’s network, Calderón was considered a high-value prisoner, raising the possibilities that his associates might try to intercept him on the way back. People with Nunez’s influence had eyes and ears everywhere. Calderón probably hadn’t even arrived at the hospital yesterday before his associates knew he was there.   

      Ben started the cruiser, eased out of the parking lot. The one-hour drive back to Hardee Correctional would consist of taking Highway 41 north until it merged into 683 which would carry them east, finally connecting to Highway 62, the longest and final leg of the trip. 

      Ellie said nothing for a while. Waiting would give Victor time to think through the events of the last eighteen hours and for his thoughts to start drifting toward what waited for him when he got back. Ellie felt right at home. This is what she had been trained to do and did it well for many years. Working herself into people’s circle of trust was a skill as much as it was a talent. If she couldn’t gain his trust, she would make it clear who among them had the upper hand.

      “How are you feeling?” Ellie finally asked. 

      Victor dipped his head in her direction. Transport officers didn’t strike up conversations with prisoners. “Fine.” His guts were sore, but he wasn’t going to tell her that. He looked back out his window at passing trees and scattered farms. He looked tired and uninterested in talking.

      “I hear you might not like your cellmate,” she finally said.

      His brows lowered. “What?”

      “I’ve been told you would be up for a transfer to another cell block. Maybe with a more ‘accommodating’ cellmate.”

      “You don’t know nothing about me.” He gave her uniform a once over. “You’re transport,” he said. “What do you know about who’s on the inside?” He asked in a way that made it hard to tell if he was actually curious or just thinking out loud. He looked in her eyes. “You got something to say, say it.” 

      Direct. Just what Ellie preferred. She smiled. “Victor, I’m with the Drug Enforcement Agency and wanted to use this as an opportunity to speak with you.”

      Victor scoffed. “DEA? Man, I ain’t talking with you.” He looked back out the window. “Whatever you want to say to me can be said in front of my lawyer.”

      “Sure. I can arrange that. But I’m not willing to say what I came to say in front of your lawyer.”

      “Then I guess it don’t need to be said.” He shook his head. “Estúpida,” he mumbled. 

      “Why would you call me stupid when you don’t even know what I want to talk about?” Ellie asked. 

      “Man, I’m in here because of you shanks. One of your people stood me up and got me stitched. Gonzales. Mario Gonzales.”

      “I don’t know him,” she said.

      “Doesn’t matter. All you the same. Up on your white-collar high horse thinking you own the world. I got news for you. We”—he jammed the finger of a restrained hand into his stomach—“own the world. You can’t figure us out. You never will.”

      A satisfied smile rested on his lips. 

      “Fair enough,” Ellie said. She waited a full minute, let Victor breathe the fresh air of his moral high ground, then spoke. “The word on the street is that Boosie Maine likes to get friendly with you on a whim.” 

      “What?” Victor’s tone was laced with a mild panic. 

      “You heard me. We know, Victor.” Ellie shook her head. “And we’re always the last to know something. So you must be aware that everyone else knows of Boosie’s proclivities too.” She shrugged. “I mean, some have even suggested you don’t really mind the arrangement.” 

      Victor’s hands were chained to those coming up from his ankles, and he couldn’t raise his hands more than a few inches off his waist. But he tried. He lurched against them and swung them in Ellie’s direction, his face now red like he’d been holding his breath a minute too long. 

      Ellie didn’t flinch. “And if I know that, everyone knows it. One might get the idea that if you’re not willing to go the distance to change your immediate living arrangements then, well, maybe you like them.”

      He cursed at her. His smile vanished. His lip curled. 

      “So Victor, this is where I talk. Where I make a proposal. You go ahead and sit there acting like you’re not interested, but you think about it. Then we dialogue. Got it?”

      He didn’t answer. This lady was tough. 

      “I’ll cut right to it. I can change your living arrangements. Simple as that. Not just living quarters—cell blocks, yard time. You’ll never have to see your overly-friendly cellmate again. But then, of course, this is where I ask you for something that can help me. You see, Victor, we’re starting to get serious about getting what you and your people like to put on my streets. We’re also serious about getting the people that put them there. What did Dylan say, ‘The times they are a changin’’?”

      “Who?”

      Ellie almost rolled her eyes but didn’t. “Victor, I need you to give me a lead on drugs coming into the area. A where, a who, a what.”

      He let out a low whistle. “I guess today is the day, isn’t it?”

      “For what?”

      “The day hell freezes over. Lady, you’re nuts. You got a pretty head on those shoulders, but I don’t think there’s a lot filling the space between your ears. I’m not giving you nothin’.” 

      “You know, I’m sorry, Victor. I really am sorry for all this. Someone on my end got the wrong information about you, and we acted on it. You got a free night outside the concrete hotel for your troubles. I should have made sure we did more research.” She shook her head in frustration and sighed. “For some reason they thought you were a heterosexual. It appears they were wrong.”

      Victor’s faced bloomed red, and he spit toward Ellie. The thick glob missed her face by an inch and hit the glass. It stuck and didn’t move. She smiled. “You have to agree that I have a point. Give me something. Anything. Anything that I can use that will get me up one more step. I’m not looking for you to get me up the whole staircase.”

      Victor got the metaphor. He remained silent for a long two minutes, staring at the seatback in front of him. A rookie might assume the conversation was over. Ellie knew it was not. 

      “There’s a place between Pine Island and Cayo Costa. Mondongo. You familiar with it?”

      “Of course.” Mondongo Key Island was a few acres in size and privately owned. 

      “It’s not the island. It’s out on Mondongo Rocks - one of the little islands. There’s an old commercial fishing boat.” Victor stopped and sighed. He was unused to betraying his cause, and it was clearly not something he was enjoying. Ellie waited patiently for him to continue. She was familiar with the boat. “It’s beached up on a sandbar. Been there forever from what I know about it. The crews make their stash there every few weeks.”

      “Stash of what?” she asked. “Drugs?”

      “No. We didn’t get this far by being stupid. We don’t leave kilos hidden out in the open like that. Gasoline. They hide gasoline in there. For the boats.”

      “For the return trip,” she said. 

      “Yes. They offload, go grab the fuel, and head back.”

      Victor’s admission confirmed Ellie’s fears. Massive amounts of drugs were being swapped in her backyard, right under their noses. “Where do they unload the product?” she pressed.

      He smiled and shook his head. “No. Nice try.” He shrugged. “Anyway, I’ve been in the Greybar Hotel two years now. They change routes all the time. Who knows where they channel in now? They don’t tell me. I don’t need to know.”

      “So how can you be sure the boat is still in use for such a purpose? That boat gets visited by tourists and passersby every now and then. It’s hard to believe no one has ever noticed gallons of gas in its guts.”

      “I just do, okay? It’s only there for a few hours - half a day at most. All happens at night.”   

      “All right, fine,” Ellie consented. “Let’s say that’s all correct. How do I know you won’t be on the phone within the hour telling your boys the DEA has been snooping around and you tell them what you just told me? No one will drop gas within thirty miles of that boat.”

      Victor bent his chin down and rubbed it on his left shoulder, relieving an itch. “In a normal case you would be right,” he said. “But I have a - how do you say - a beef? I have a beef with one of the usual runners.”

      “What beef?”

      His grin was crooked. “Once again, no.”

      She smiled. “Okay.” If Victor was telling the truth about the boat, then she had a solid lead on something tangible. If he was lying, she would go back with nothing. Ellie didn’t do all this just to go back with nothing. “Victor, if you’re lying to me, I’ll have you back in your old cell with Boosie bending you over like a palm frond before you can say, ‘Blessed Mary, help me.’ We clear?”

      Victor swallowed hard. “Clear as my mother’s eyes.”

      “One more question,” she said. “You ever heard the name Pete Wellington?”

      He frowned, thinking, shook his head. “No. Never heard of him. Who is he?”

      “Doesn’t matter. Nevermind.” 

      The ride was quiet for the next two miles until Victor spoke up again. “You’re moving me today, right?” His urgency was apparent.

      “No. I’m not.”

      “What? Why?”

      “Think about it. You go offsite for a day, walk right back into a new cell block...people will figure it out. Once I do we’ll have a chat with Warden Nickels and have him structure a good reason for moving you so it doesn’t look like you pulled any strings.”

      Victor nodded. He didn’t seem happy about having to wait it out. “Okay. Okay. But don’t leave me hanging.” He leaned in and stared at the brass nameplate that sat above the chest pocket of her uniform. “Jones,” he said. “You screw me, and I’ll have my people find you.”

      She smiled. “You think Jones is my real name, Victor? Come on. You’re smarter than that.”  

      “A hot blonde DEA agent. Wouldn’t be hard to track down. We’ll find you.”

      “Appreciate the compliment.”  

      In the driver’s seat, Ben put a couple fingers up to his ear, listening to what was coming through his mic. He adjusted the rearview mirror and said to Ellie, “We’ve got company.”

      Ellie turned and looked out the rear window. The Tahoe was following behind them the standard twenty-yard distance. Behind it, Ellie could see a portion of a yellow Dodge Charger hovering just off the Tahoe’s tail lights. A black Expedition followed behind it. Ellie sighed and turned back toward Victor. “These your people?”

      He shrugged. “How would I know?”

      “Do you have anyone who wants to hurt you?”

      “Sure, but not bad enough to do this, I don’t think.”

      Ellie spoke through the cage. “Ben, what’s the play?”

      “We continue on. We have a no slow, no stop policy. The Sheriff's vehicle behind us has already radioed it in. Backup should be here in fifteen minutes.”

      “We won’t have five minutes.”

      “The Tahoe will try and keep them off of us.” Ben punched the accelerator, and the Crown Vic quickly added another fifteen miles an hour to its speed. 

      Ellie swiveled so she could keep an eye on what was transpiring behind them. Victor tried to follow suit but was constrained by his chains. The Charger was moving back and forth behind the Tahoe, trying to gauge the right time to move ahead of it. 

      “Ben, I know transport officers typically don’t ride in the back. If we do end up coming to a stop for any reason, I’m going to need you to make it a priority to get out and open my door.” The rear doors could not be opened from the inside. 

      “I will,” he said, flicking his eyes back to the rear view. 

      Tires squealed behind them, and Ellie watched as the Charger lurched forward into the other lane, empty of oncoming traffic, and pulled up next to the Tahoe. A darkened window came down, and a meaty hand clutching a handgun came out, pointed at the Sheriff's vehicle. It discharged; they heard the chatter. The front tire of the Tahoe took the impact of the second round and slapped around on the pavement.

      Three more clacks. The rear tire exploded, and their escort swiveled hard to its left and ran off into a field before coming to a stop inches from a barbed wire fence. 

      “Oh, crap,” Ben said. 

      “Ben, we’re going to have to stop,” Ellie said. 

      “I’m not going to—”

      “Ben, I don’t know what they taught you in training, but I’ll tell you this.” She raised her voice. “If you stay at this speed and play cat and mouse with them, it’s not going to end well for any of us.” She stared into his eyes through the rearview mirror. He was young. Probably no more than twenty-five. “Ben,” she said, “this isn’t the movies. You get us flipped at this speed, and it’s lights out for all of us. You married?”

      “No.”

      “Do you want to be?”

      “I...well, I’m engaged.” His knuckles were white as they gripped the wheel with everything he had. The Charger pulled up behind them, the Expedition following. 

      “If you don’t do exactly as I say, your fiancée will have to find someone else to marry. Do you understand?”

      At that moment a burst of semi-automatic fire erupted from the Charger. Bullets pierced the trunk lid behind Ellie and Victor and sounded like soda cans being popped open. Ben screamed, “What do I do?” 

      “If we stop I can have more control. They’re going to shoot our tires out too. I’d rather not be approached by Victor’s friends hanging upside down by my seatbelt and no way to get out.”

      “How do I do it?” 

      Ellie scanned the road ahead, looking for any structures lining the road. “Hold on,” she said. Without taking her eyes off the road, she spoke to Victor. “You’ve got some super nice friends, Victor.”

      “Hey, this wasn’t my idea! I didn’t know anything about it.” 

      “Keep them behind us,” Ellie told Ben. “Don’t let them up on our side.” The Charger slid to the right, and Ben moved the cruiser in front of it. It moved left. He moved left. Ellie looked at Victor. “Who am I dealing with back there?”

      “How am I supposed to know?”

      “Victor, take a wild guess.” She quickly glanced at him. She wasn’t convinced that he was properly motivated to help her, so she said, “If I don’t know who I’m dealing with, then I will only make more mistakes. You end up in my crossfire, and you’ll only make it out on a medical examiner's gurney. I need to know who might be in those vehicles.”

      The Charger slammed into their rear bumper, and all three passengers lurched forward in their seats. 

      Victor shook his head. “I don’t know. Maybe José and Juan—”

      “I don’t need names, I need skills. Weapons.”

      “Uhh, no big skills, I guess. Couple shotguns probably. Other than the SMGs they just opened up. Can’t be sure.”

      Ellie spotted a large red barn ahead on their left, sitting in the corner of a vacant field. “Up there, Ben. That’s as good as it’s going to get. Turn off behind that. Do it quickly so they don’t anticipate it.”

      “All right.”

      “I need your shotgun as soon as we get out.” Ellie unbuckled. Two vehicles, one of them an SUV. Ellie figured that there would be as few as four men coming to get Victor, as many as eight. Probably no more than eight. “Ben, are you any good with your sidearm?”

      “Yes.” His voice trembled. 

      “We’ll get out of this,” she reassured him. “Just follow my lead. Stay calm. Remember your training.”

      Ben reached over and unhinged the security latch on the shotgun rack and returned both hands to the wheel. “Hang on,” he said. He slowed just as the cruiser’s tires turned hard off the asphalt. The rear tires spun out as they struggled for purchase on the dry, loose dirt. The tires hitched in, and the axles jiggled hard as he drove off into the grass, brought the vehicle around the old barn, and slammed on the brakes. He threw the transmission into park and opened his door, got out, and opened Ellie’s. She jolted out, and he slammed it shut and locked it. They could hear Victor yelling something unintelligible from within. He handed her the shotgun. It was a 12 gauge Benelli M4, a rough and ready battle weapon, a Marine-issue standard. It was a gas-operated, low-recoil weapon, its two pistons located just in front of the chamber, driving the action.  

      The Charger wasn’t prepared to stop so suddenly. It overshot the dirt road and spun on the blacktop, finally coming to rest facing away from the barn. The driver shoved down the accelerator, and a black cloud of smoke plumed up, and the car shot forward. The Expedition, being farther back, had more time to accommodate the turn and came in only thirty yards behind them, barreling in fast.

      Ellie ran into the barn through its open double-wide doors. Ben followed close behind, his sidearm drawn, his eyes wide with fear. The inside smelled of a combination of new lumber, old dirt, and fusty hay. A pile of fresh two-by-fours sat off to the left along with a couple hammers and a box of nails tipped over, half its contents strewn across the surface. Other than some old hay in the back, the barn was empty and looked like it hadn’t been put to use in a long time. The naked field beyond sat fallow. At the rear of the barn was a high open loft with a wide exterior opening that looked out onto the road. Ellie could see old bales of hay up there, strewn about like discarded building blocks. A ramp led up the right side, a pattern of old wood and bright pine where recent repairs had been made. There were no other doors or windows, no other means of access beyond the wide mouth they had just entered through. 

      Car doors being slammed could be heard from behind the back of the barn. Ellie pointed to the stack of lumber. It was about four feet high. “Get behind this and watch my six. Cover the door. I’m going up. If they’re smart they're going to move in from both sides. Be ready.” 

      “Okay.” Ben maneuvered behind the lumber and squatted down. 

      Ellie moved swiftly and cautiously up the ramp, a firm grip on the shotgun. There would be seven rounds in the pipe; another seven were in the shell carrier on the side of the gun. She had fourteen shots. After that, if she needed to, she would have to turn to her Glock. She didn’t anticipate the need to use her handgun. 

      Just before her feet hit the top landing, she heard voices barking orders in Spanish. She put one knee down and peeked out the wide opening that looked over the vehicles and the road beyond. Three men were jogging away from the Charger and moving quickly toward three others who had presumably exited the Expedition. They grouped up and spoke in hushed tones as they quickly made a plan. They were all armed, one clutching a shotgun, four holding handguns, and another gripping a submachine gun; Ellie couldn’t tell which make. She moved behind the wall, looked back toward the inside of the barn, and clicked her tongue on the roof of her mouth twice. Ben turned and looked. She held up five fingers, made a fist, held up one more. Ben nodded nervously. Ellie didn’t know anything about Ben and had to assume that he was not qualified to get them out of this. Instead, she felt the added burden of keeping him safe, helping him get out of this alive, making sure he kept his wedding date. By the terrified look he was trying to suppress, he would probably be more of a liability over the next few minutes than an asset. For now, though, she needed that doorway behind her covered.

      The men started to break up and spread out, three toward one side of the barn and three toward the other. Ellie would have to make the first move. And she already had her target selected. It was the man with the submachine gun. She had to take that gun out of the equation. She peered through a crack in one of the exterior boards, found him, and noted his pace of movement. He was bringing up the rear on the group in front of her and was only feet from disappearing around the corner. So like a snake that sinks his teeth in and quickly pulls back, Ellie shouldered the shotgun, brought the barrel out through the opening, and put the man into the ghost-ring sights. She pressed the trigger. The gun bucked against her, and a one-ounce slug tore into the man’s leg. He dropped like a sack of flour, forgot his weapon, and lay on the ground screaming, holding his leg. Ellie couldn’t see his friends; they were already down the side of the barn. He lay there in agony, stunned by the pain and the sheer trauma. The submachine gun was now lying six feet from him and no longer presented a threat.  

      One down. 

      Five to go.

      Suddenly, gunfire erupted from outside the barn, piercing the old wood and the corrugated tin roof above. They didn’t know the layout of the inside and were firing randomly into the top area, hoping to hit whoever had shot their friend. Ellie ran to the far side of the loft and ducked in behind the woeful coverage of a couple bales of hay. 

      The firing ceased, and Ellie turned and clicked her tongue again. Ben turned, looked. She extended three fingers and swept them toward her right and then swept two toward her left. He nodded, turned back to the door, his weapon ready.

      She couldn’t go back down the ramp. That was the wall they had fired into. They might do it again. As she had come into the loft, Ellie had noted her exit point. The loft provided a higher perspective that gave her the upper hand. But things could quickly change, as they just had, and being able to relocate, to stay mobile, was essential.  

      Unfortunately, from here, there was only one way down. Ellie quickly slung the shotgun, moved to the edge of the loft, and slithered feet first over the side. As her body swung into the open air, she gripped the edge of the loft floor. She looked down. The floor was clear beneath her. From the soles of her feet to the dirt, there was still another ten feet. She let go. 

      Her feet touched the bottom, and in one fluid motion Ellie swept her arm back, clearing the butt of the shotgun away from the floor, and allowed herself to land into a crouch and disseminating much of the impact of the fall. She landed cleanly and darted over to Ben. She motioned for him to cover the left side of the wide doorway. Ellie would cover the right. She watched, waiting for what she knew was inevitable. 

      And there it was. The light streaming through a tiny slit in the boards turned dark, covered by shadow. All the men would be huddled together. There was no reason for them to spread out. She put a knee in the dirt and brought the gun up, sending off three slugs in succession, placing each one eighteen inches from the other. A painful yell and grunt came from the other side. The shadow disappeared.  

      Ellie heard Ben’s handgun discharge from behind her. She looked and saw a fat man fall into the left side of the doorway, holding his stomach, his shotgun now lying at his feet. Then, at the same moment, a black shotgun barrel appeared from around the opening, and Ellie called for Ben to duck. The shotgun erupted in a volley of fire, buckshot chewing into the lumber, sending a couple top boards flying onto Ellie and Ben. Seven shots later the man had an empty gun. Ellie peeked out and saw the man stepping into the barn, and, as he dropped his empty shotgun and reached around his back for a handgun, Ben rose up, fired twice, and missed. The man jerked back in fear, stopped reaching for his weapon. “Freeze!” Ellie yelled. He stopped and put his hands up. “Cover him, Ben!” Ben swung around and trained his weapon on him, still staying low.

      Ellie saw the man’s eyes lock onto something on the outside, and a shadow retracted from the dirt and disappeared. They were fleeing. She came out from behind the lumber and peered out. To her left it was empty. Just to her right, where she had fired the three slugs, two men lay on the ground in pools of blood, one of them shot in the thigh, another above his waistline. They were both breathing but incapacitated. Ellie scrambled over and kicked their weapons out of reach. 

      “On the ground!” she heard Ben yelling from inside. 

      Ellie ran to the corner and cautiously turned. A man was running furiously back toward the Charger with every intention of getting away. 

      Ellie wasn’t about to let that happen. She ran the length of the barn and quickened her pace as she watched him get to the car, open the door, and get inside. As he cleared the barn, Ellie glanced to her right to make sure the man she had shot first was still clear of his submachine gun. He was, and as the Charger roared to life Ellie put a slug in the rear driver’s side tire. 

      That didn’t stop him. The man, desperate for an escape, put it in gear and started to pull away. Ellie fired two more slugs, one right after the other, the first one missing the front tire, but the second plowing through the driver’s side window and out through the windshield. 

      The car stopped. Ellie ran up to it and, keeping her gun trained on the driver, yelled at him to get his hands up. He did. She opened the door and ordered him out. His hands were shaking. “On the ground!” she said.

      Sirens drifted through the open fields from police coming in for backup.  

      Five minutes later the area around the barn was filled with Sheriff’s cruisers and county ambulances. More ambulances had been called in. All told, there were four injured and two clean arrests. 

      Garrett had received the news and called Ellie, telling her that he and Mark were on their way. Following procedure, she turned her handgun and the shotgun over to the Sheriff’s deputy. She saw Ben leaning against his cruiser and walked over to him. He looked stunned. “Hey,” she said. “Are you all right?”

      “I think so. I just can’t believe it.”

      She knew that all Ben had probably expected from this job was to be nothing more than a glorified taxi driver. He had been trained for times like this, but they occurred so infrequently most transport officers never saw more action than a bad attitude. “You did really great,” she said.

      He looked at her. “Where did you learn to fight like that?”

      She smiled. “It’s a long story. Open the doors for me?”

      Ben unlocked the cruiser, and Ellie opened the rear door. She returned to her seat. “Hello, Victor.”

      “Hey,” he mumbled.

      “I assume you knew some of those men. They were friends?”

      He nodded.

      “I’m sorry for how that went down.”

      His voice was flat, quiet. “I didn’t know about it.”

      Her ears were still ringing from a firefight with no ear protection. “I believe you. Last night, when you went to dinner in the mess hall I know you didn’t expect it to end with a night off premises. Look Victor, I’m going to honor my agreement. If this Mondongo angle amounts to anything, I’ll make sure that Boosie Maine is out of your life.”

      He looked out the window at one of his friends being loaded into an ambulance. He nodded.

      Ellie got out and shut the door.
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      The agency-issue laptop was slow. It froze up intermittently, and the internet connection came and went, making the simple task of logging a report through the secured intranet an education in patience. Ellie tapped her pen on the desk and waited for the hourglass to disappear. 

      All four men who had been shot trying to break out Victor Calderón were still in the hospital, and all were expected to make a full recovery. The other two still had ink wearing off their fingertips and were being held without bail. The first man she had shot had his left leg amputated below the knee after the slug shattered his femur. One of the men had just been moved from ICU into a regular recovery room. Another remained in ICU having lost five feet of his intestines. None of the men were talking. Mateo Nunez ran a tight ship. The men knew that if they gave up anything they would be killed, even if they were inside a hospital or a prison. Nunez had a history of eliminating problematic persons regardless of where they were. 

      “You daydreaming again?” 

      Ellie swiveled her chair around and found Garrett leaning over her cubicle. “We can spend billions fighting the war on drugs, but I can’t get a computer that can outrun a turtle?”

      “I’ll have Glitch look at it. Leave it here when you’re done, and I’ll see if we can’t get it working a little faster for you.” Glitch was the office’s IT gopher. “Everything set for tonight?”

      “Yes,” she said. Mark, Ellie, and Major would be going out into the Sound later this evening to take a look at the drop spot Victor had given to her. Her team wasn’t overjoyed that she was taking a civilian, but she had convinced them that no one knew the waters of the Sound better than her uncle, and there was no sense in bringing the Coast Guard in on this yet. All they needed to do was get in quickly, survey the boat, and get out of there. Ellie needed that first assessment before she could request a wireless camera that would notify them when someone was present on the tiny key. 

      Garrett reached over the cubicle and set a folder on her desk. “I want you to take a look at this today.” 

      Ellie set her pen down and picked up the paperwork. She opened it and scanned the contents. “Jorge Changa?”  

      “Miami just sent it up. Their intel thinks he’s working out of our area now. They’ve tracked a series of credit card transactions to an alias. Process mandates that we have this and know what’s in it, but they aren’t expecting us to do anything unless it can lead to our agents smiling for the camera over a pile of drugs. Look it over. See if you can make anything of it. He’s not top shelf, but he’s not small beans either. If he’s here I want to at least know where he is and what he’s up to.”

      “I’ll see what I can make of it,” she replied.

      “Call me as soon as you’re back at dock tonight,” Garrett said. “I’ll be up.”

      “I honestly don’t expect to find anything more than a half-rotten boat, but, yeah, I’ll call you.”

      “Good luck,” he said. “I’m glad you’re a part of my team.”

      Ellie looked up from the paperwork. “Me too.” She smiled. Garrett walked back to his office, and Ellie checked her screen. The hourglass was still performing half turns, taunting her with its very presence. She sighed and started familiarizing herself with Mr. Changa. She quickly learned that he had five arrests and two prison stints that kept him behind bars for a combined six years. He’d been out for three years and maintained associations with known criminal networks in places as far away as New Orleans, Houston, and Jacksonville. 

      Her laptop gave off a muted beep, and Ellie noticed the hourglass had been replaced by the mouse’s cursor. “Finally,” she muttered. She logged in and searched the database for any additional information relating to Changa, comparing it against what Miami had just sent up. Then a name crossed her field of vision and gave her pause.  

      Jimmy Joe Claude. He and Changa had been arrested together six years ago for possession, but any intent to distribute was absent from the record. Whatever his business up here, Jimmy might know of his usual haunts. It looked like Ellie would have to return to the home of the man with three first names. 

      But not before she secured a set of hazmat-grade nose plugs.  

      
        
        _______________

      

      

      Later that evening, a couple hours after dark, Ellie, Major, and Mark were on the water, slowly making their way out to the Mondongos. Instead of putting out from Major’s marina in St. James City, they had opted to start out from Pineland Marina, which was ten miles farther up the western side of the island and would save them time not having to cross as much water. It also meant they had only a few miles to their destination. Once they arrived, the plan was for Ellie to quickly check things out herself. In and out. If this drop-off was legitimate, then the less they disturbed the area the better. 

      The old wooden fishing boat in question sat on a tiny key that was more like a glorified sandbar just to the west of Patrico Island. They dipped south around East Part Island and made their way north to the Mondongos. Half a mile from their destination, Major switched off all the lights: courtesy, cockpit, docking lights, and the few ambients. Ellie turned off the chart plotter, and the bright screen went gray and slowly faded to black. Major was on his own now and had the challenge of keeping the twenty-four-foot Stingray in deep enough water. In this area of the Sound, the bottom was only a few feet below the waterline, but the tide was slack, and that meant he had a little more water to work with. A small skiff would have been ideal to take out, but Mark had thought it prudent to bring something with a little more horsepower in the event that they ran into anything suspicious. The odds were against it. These drug runners were like ghosts: they came and went, and no one ever seemed to notice. At some point, somewhere, they would leave a footprint behind, and Ellie and her team would be there to track it to its source. Then she would find the people responsible for killing Adam Stark. Then she would make them pay. 

      Major cautiously and slowly drew the boat near their destination, and Ellie walked to the bow and removed a small LED flashlight from her pocket. She had fitted it with a red lens earlier in the day to minimize the effect and carry of the light. Their goal was to assess the spot and try to remain as inconspicuous as possible. Ellie was hopeful they might at least find something that would clue them into the location being what Victor said it was. If the boat was truly utilized for storing gas used to get back to Mexico, then they had a strong lead. They would have the evidence they needed for the cartels squatting in their pristine backyard. 

      Major idled the Stingray closer to the sandbar and then turned off the engine. The boat swayed gently in the calm waters. “I’m not going to drop the hook,” he said. “Just be quick.” Their position left Ellie about forty feet from the boat once she got onto the sand. “I would have gotten you closer, but the sandbar extends further out on the lower western side. I’d rather you not have to push us off.” 

      “That’s fine,” she said. Ellie slipped her backside onto the gunwale and sat down. Mark put a reassuring hand on her shoulder. “Be quick,” he said. “We’ll keep an eye out.” She nodded and, letting her feet dangle, eased her body into the warm water. Her sneakers hit the bottom, and the water stopped just below her breasts. She waded through, and water eased off her the closer she got to the key. Ten yards in, when the water was at her ankles, she stopped moving toward the key and kept wading through the water. She didn’t want to walk on the dry sand if she didn’t have to. Tourists sometimes visited the key and took pictures with the boat, but Major had said that such occasions were rare. Minimizing human footmarks through the sand would keep any suspicions low. If, that is, she wasn’t being duped. There was no moon to speak of, and only the stars speckled a tiny fraction of light into the darkness around her.  

      The little key was no more than three acres and protruded up from the water in the shape of a slightly curved finger: long, not wide, moving east to west. The old boat sat alone, stranded and forgotten, the bottom edge of its stern partially submerged in the tide. It was one of the few boats that hadn’t been burned out when the commercial fishermen set fire to their boats as a result of the law banning gill nets. That was over twenty-five years ago now, and, not long after, a tropical storm had torn it from its loose moorings and landed it here. The eternal slap and rhythm of the tide had forced its hull deeper into the sand until the small key became a permanent resting place of sorts. In the daylight, it was both intriguing and ominous and hinted at a corpse still waiting for its funeral. In the pure darkness of the night, it looked more like the sun-bleached carcass of a whale’s skeleton, with a few extra bones tacked on. 

      Ellie approached the boat’s broken stern and set her sneakered foot into a rotten space where a thick plank used to reside. She tested her weight, then reached up and, using her hands, pulled her head over the edge. She could see that the back half of the old deck was rotted out, leaving a large, dark cavity beneath her. She leaned in and dipped her hand down, then mashed her thumb into the end of the flashlight. Red light flooded the cavity, and her heart thumped in relief at what she saw. Five-gallon gas cans - all spray painted black - were stacked two deep and trickled back into the dark space. There had to be fifteen or twenty of them. Flecks of black paint had been struck or rubbed off in some places showing the original red plastic beneath. Ellie smiled. 

      Victor Calderón was about to get a new cellmate.

      She shined the light deeper into the boat, beaming it toward the bow, but the meek red light wasn’t powerful enough to reveal anything else. She brought the light back to the cans and inspected them again. She couldn’t believe it. For who knew how long, this had been a little storage unit for the Mexican cartels. And it was literally right under their noses. It also meant that whoever placed them here would return for them soon. She remembered Victor's words: half a day at the most. Always done at night. They needed to get surveillance out here quickly. Whoever would come to retrieve the gas would be small minnows. But they could lead them to bigger fish.

      Ellie clicked the light off, and her feet splashed back into the water as she climbed back down. She sloshed through and walked around to the port side, shining the light across the hull. No other cavities on this side. They could place cameras and infrared in the sand. They could position one of Jet’s teams in wait on the key just east of here to intercept them when they returned for their fuel. She took a couple steps away from the boat and froze. She heard something. It was a drone. The deep drone of large, powerful engines. Ellie’s adrenaline kicked in, and she quickly moved west and around a small cluster of mangroves. She craned her neck and saw what she expected, not what she wanted: a silvery glint of light bouncing off a stainless steel window frame. She squinted and could make out the faint outline of a speedboat moving slowly toward her. “Oh, no,” she muttered. Her heart thudded in her chest and, ducking low, Ellie retraced some of her steps. She stopped with the mangroves at her back and pointed her light toward Major’s boat. She mashed the button: two dashes and a dot, then three dashes. Morse code for “go.” She repeated this three times. “Go...” she said under her breath. “Go.” She tried again and heard the Stingray’s engine come to life. As it backed away from the sandbar, Ellie caught herself holding her breath. She hoped they understood not to come to her and added the longer code for “away.” She relaxed only slightly when she watched them moved east and out of sight behind the high fringe vegetation on the other side of the key. 

      The muffled drone of the speedboat’s engines grew louder, and Ellie turned and dashed into the cover of the coastal shrubs. She slipped in between their branches and moved into them until she was satisfied that they provided enough cover. She could see only a slight trace of the small wake from Major’s exit, and she prayed the incoming boat wouldn’t notice where the water had clearly been disturbed. 

      She waited another minute, and the boat eased around her hiding place and up to the broken stern of the old fishing boat. She could make out the profile of a man standing behind the wheel. He killed the engines, and Ellie heard whispers in Spanish, a language she knew almost as well as her own. 

      “Go!” someone whispered, as the boat’s hull slid into the sand and came to a stop. “Two minutes, no more.”  Three figures jumped off and headed toward the old boat. 

      Ellie remained where she was. If they saw her, this whole expedition was for naught. The cartels wouldn’t use the boat for fuel storage again if they knew it was being watched. The whole ordeal with Victor Calderón and the trip out here tonight would be in vain. She would also have to find a way to make a hasty retreat to save her life. 

      The figures worked quickly, silently, with one inside the rotting cavity of the old boat retrieving the gas cans and two taking them and securing them in the speedboat. They repeated this several times, receiving a can of gas from over the wooden gunwale and wading into the water with it before handing it off to the man in their boat. They didn’t know Ellie was here, that they had company. She could sneak out from her cover and slip up the thirty yards to the north side of the key and walk aft. Then, when the burden-bearers were walking back to the boat with their load, she could jump up into the cavity and take out the man inside. After that, she could take out each man as he came back. By then they would know something was amiss. Taking four men under the cover of darkness wasn’t anything she hadn’t done before. Part of her ached to do it. Even now, her adrenaline was primed, ready to shoot a cocaine-like rush of energy and clarity into her blood. But she couldn't, she knew. As long as they left unaware that they were under watch, the odds were strong that at some point they would be back. Ellie could get surveillance on the island to find out when they came back and how often.  

      The men were done in a couple minutes, and all but one figure got back into the boat they came in on. He said something to his driver that Ellie couldn’t hear. He stopped at the waterline and slowly looked toward the mangroves. He leaned in and looked like he was straining his eyes. Then he started walking across the sand toward Ellie. She froze. Surely he hadn’t seen her. There was no way they could have seen her. She wore dark clothes and her hair was fastened up underneath a black ball cap. Still, he maintained a course in her direction. He grabbed something from his front waistband. It glinted in the starlight. A long knife, just shorter than a Bowie. She shrank back as far as she could without moving her feet off the slippery roots or her hands from the branches. The man came to a stop and placed the back side of the knife’s blade in his teeth. She heard the metallic sound of a zipper followed by the stream of his urine hitting the sand just a few feet from her position. He hummed, and his head bobbed to the rhythm. Ellie’s muscles relaxed, and she almost laughed out loud as she waited for him to finish. He zipped back up. He removed the knife from his teeth and stuck it back in his waistband before retracing his steps back to his ride. The engine started, and Ellie could hear Mr. Pee-body being chastened for not holding it until they were clear of the coast. Within two minutes the drug dealers had disappeared around the west side of the key, and Ellie came out of hiding. She walked twenty feet farther up and watched the boat head northwest toward Boca Grande Pass, most likely on its way back to Mexico’s cocaine-dusted shores to pick up a new load of drugs. Its drone finally disappeared completely into the night, and Ellie retraced her path past the groves and back out into the shallow water. She jammed her fingers into her teeth and whistled hard. A shrill note pierced the air and carried across the water. After waiting patiently, the low muffle of an outboard caught her ears just before she saw the outline of her ride. Major brought the Stingray in as close as he could, and Mark helped her back on board. 

      “Did you see?” she asked. 

      Mark handed her a towel. “We saw the boat leave out of the north but never saw it coming in. We’d have been SOL if it wasn’t for your little light show.”

      “What are they teaching you kids these days if you don’t know Morse code?” Major said. He rolled his eyes. “He thought your flashlight was shorting out.”

      Ellie pulled off her hat and took out her hairband. She ruffled her hair and then gathered it and threaded it through the band again. Major eased away from the key and back toward the marina. Once they were well enough away, he turned the lights back on. He looked over at Ellie and put a hand on her shoulder. “You all right?”  His tone was fatherly, protective. “I’m fine. There was gas in that boat all right. I counted seventeen cans they carried out. Five gallons each.” 

      Mark shook his head in frustration. “I can’t believe they were right there and we didn’t come prepared for an intercept.”

      “We didn’t know,” Ellie said. “Besides, they didn’t see us. We’ll be ready for them when they come back.” She asked Major, “Who owns the private island? I want to talk with them.” Mondongo Key Island was a half mile west of the little key the fishing boat was beached on. It was privately owned. 

      “It’s an older couple that only comes down for a few weeks a year. I can’t remember their names. They keep to themselves as far I know.”

      “Someone must be maintaining the place,” Ellie said. From what she remembered, there was a large house on the island and several small buildings. “Mark, why don’t you and I get out there tomorrow and see if anyone is home? Maybe they’ve seen something and just need us to help connect the dots.”

      “Sounds good.”

      Major set a hand on Ellie's shoulder, kept one hand on the wheel. “Good job, kiddo. You go get those bastards. I can’t believe they’ve been here the whole time.”

      “Garrett is going to be thrilled,” Mark added. He looked at his new partner. “Good job tonight. Real good job.”

      “Thanks, gentlemen.” Then she smiled and added, “Mark, we need to get you a book on Morse code.”
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      “I’ll go talk with him. Just wait here.” Chewy’s voice boomed like a Calusa war drum. 

      Andrés lit up a cigarette and rolled his window down. “Hurry up. I’m not missing my show because of this.”

      Chewy sighed and got out of the car. Andrés lived in an apartment on the other side of town. And not a penthouse or flat kind of apartment. Just your standard apartment with cheap linoleum in the kitchen, too much old caulk in the bathroom, and cheap poor-boy carpet. And yet, Andrés wouldn’t miss new episodes of Fixer Upper. He claimed he was educating himself for when he bought his own place one day. He had a thing for surfing, which he had never done, and home renovation, also something he had never done. If Andrés had picked up a hammer once in his life, it was probably to bash someone's head in with. In fact, Chewy thought, he probably had. 

      The bell to the pawn shop jingled a merry hello, and Chewy made his way to the glass encasing that made up the front counter. He pulled his wool trench coat across his body and tried to ignore the cold he felt deep inside. 

      The man at the counter - a thin, short man wearing a sleeveless Gas Monkey T-shirt and an orange Florida Marlins hat - got off his barstool and smiled at his visitor. “If you would have told me you were coming, I would have turned the A/C off.”

      “It’s all right. I’m not staying.”

      “What’s the word, my friend?”

      “I’m looking for Scotch. You seen him?”

      “Scotch? Man, you lose an employee?” He clicked his tongue, shook his head. “You know, the kind of business you’re in, that kind of thing happens sometimes, I guess.”

      “You heard from him?”

      “Yeah. Couple days ago as a matter of fact.”

      “And?”

      “And he came in looking to sell a .45. I told him I already had more than I wanted and I wasn’t in the market right now.”

      “Anything else?”

      The man scratched at his thin mustache. “Come to think of it, I would say he was acting kinda strange—shifty, you know? But I guess Scotch always acts shifty.”

      “He say anything about where he was going? Where he might be?”

      “Nope. No, he was in and out pretty quick. Was aggravated that I wouldn’t buy the gun. I’ve been doing this long enough to know the difference between people who just want to offload something and those who are cash lean. As you might imagine, most fall into the second category. That’s where Scotch was. Had the cloudy disposition of someone who realized they were missing out on the payday I could give them. I know your boss pays him well, so it beats me why he needed the money so badly.” The man in the bowling shirt laughed. “Maybe he was planning on getting that lazy eye of his fixed and was cash-strapped. That eye gives me the creeps. It’s like it has a mind all its own. Like that all-seeing eye on the back of the dollar bill, you know?”

      “You’ll call me if you hear from him again?”

      “Yeah. Sure, Chewy.”

      “Thanks.” Chewy turned and walked back outside. The sun was trending downward, just below the tops of the palms, casting growing shadows along the pavement. He got back in the car. 

      “Well?”

      Chewy shook his head. 

      “I figured.” Andrés flicked his cigarette out the window. “He’ll turn up. He’s too stupid to not make a mistake. And you know what day it will be when he finally turns up?”

      Chewy, uninterested, asked, “What?”

      Andrés smiled. “Demo Day.”
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      The outboard hummed loudly in the water as Ellie and Mark worked their way back through Pine Island Sound for a return trip to Mondongo. They had met at The Salty Mangrove for a quick breakfast of fried eggs and toast that Ralphie had whipped up. Ellie’s coffee was still hot in her YETI, and the morning air was cool against her skin. They had chosen to take out a runabout from Major’s marina instead of one of the official DEA boats docked at the federal marina on the Caloosahatchee River. Ellie wanted to keep their official presence as low as possible. She and Mark were wearing shorts, ball caps, and flip flops. Just a regular pleasure ride on a beautiful Thursday morning. 

      It took them thirty-five minutes to arrive at the private island. Mark reduced their speed at the channel marker and approached the private island slowly. The tiny key Ellie had traversed last night lay a half mile to the east. Mondongo Key Island was much larger, twenty acres by Ellie’s estimation, and was fringed with thick mangroves and sea shrubs, making it difficult to see anything on the island but a couple rooftops and the large upstairs balcony of the main house. On their approach, pilings stuck out of the water every fifty yards with signs tacked on, reminding passersby that the island was private property and was not to be approached unless you had been invited to do so. Mark guided the boat to the west side of the island where its only dock resided, a large boat house sitting just to its north. Ellie tossed a couple fenders off the starboard and then tied off. Mark cut the engine, and they stepped onto the long dock. A green and white sign greeted them, warning once again of trespassing. A white security camera hung above it, staring down at them. The dock ended thirty yards later onto a pebble road that quickly forked. They had just begun the walk toward it when a golf cart whisked out of the left turn and made its way toward them. They paused and waited. 

      A middle-aged man pulled up and jumped out. His tone was clipped. “I’m sorry, but you’re on private property.” He had a distinct appearance. His hair was a platinum white, and his skin was pale, creamy white, as if he had escaped an underground bunker and just arrived in sunny Florida. His accent sounded European. Ellie pegged it for one of the Scandinavian countries. High, flat cheekbones and a hard set jaw also spoke to a genetic makeup sourced across the Atlantic. He was tall, fit, and wore a navy blue windbreaker over white shorts.

      Ellie removed her badge from her pocket. “I’m Ellie O’Conner, and this is Mark Palfrey. We’re with the Drug Enforcement Administration. We have a few questions if you don’t mind.”

      The man’s eyes shifted. “DEA? I don’t believe you have an appointment with anyone.”

      “No, sir,” Ellie smiled, trying to be polite. “But we’re hoping someone might be able to help us with a couple questions. Who might we speak with?”

      “You can speak with me,” the man said. “I am Arnold. Arnold Niebuhr. I am the director of security for the island. The owners are not here at present. Is there a problem?”

      “No,” Ellie said. “Would there be a place we can talk?”

      Arnold considered the request for a brief moment. “Yes. Yes, of course.” He motioned back to the golf cart. “Please. We can speak at the staff house.” Ellie opted for the front passenger seat, and Mark took one on the back. Arnold tugged a radio off his belt and let whoever was on the other end know that he was bringing the guests up. It took less than sixty seconds for them to arrive at a stucco building that could have easily passed for a suburban home fit for a large family. Fifty yards beyond, the pebble path turned to concrete and swung out in front of what could only be called a mansion. It was built in a Mediterranean style with a pastel finish and a stacked stone apron that went all the way around. It boasted a red tile roof, high arches, balconies wrapped in wrought iron, and large windows intended to let in generous amounts of light.

      Arnold stopped the cart and pushed the brake down to lock it. He got out. “Please follow me.” He opened a glass door that led into a marble-tiled foyer with a high, arched ceiling. A younger Hispanic man was sitting behind a receptionist desk staring at several monitors. He wore a black hat with a red stitched logo that read Hawkwing. A prominent scar ran up the right side of his face from the side of his chin and mercifully stopped a half inch below his eye. He stared at the visitors as they passed but did not greet them. 

      “This way,” Arnold said. He led them down a broad hallway and through a door that opened into an expansive room with two couches, a flat screen TV, and regal bookcases. Exposed beams ran the length of the ceiling. The bright white room was decorated in pastels, which gave a fresh, breezy feel to the room. Spacious windows hung on the southern wall and looked out to the main house beyond. Broad pictures of sea life graced the walls, placed with precision. Wooden employee lockers lined the wall behind the door they had entered. “Please have a seat.” Ellie and Mark planted on the end of a twill-shrouded couch, and Arnold sat in an accent chair across from them. He removed his sunglasses and looked at his guests. His eyes were a pale blue - almost grey - making his gaze feel more like an x-ray. “So,” he said, “what is it I can help you with?”

      Ellie said, “We’re investigating possible illegal activity in the area and wanted to see if you have seen anything suspicious in the waters around the island?” Ellie was intentionally vague.

      “What do you mean by ‘suspicious activity’?” he prompted. 

      “Boats running with low or no lights. Maybe late at night or in the very early hours of the morning.”

      He shook his head. “No. Not that I am personally aware of.”

      “Have you caught anyone trying to get onto the island?” she pushed. 

      He chuckled, sounded like a father responding to a child’s foolish question. “Of course. That is why we are here. Tourists think it’s funny or harmless and are curious about a private island. We get them all. Drunks, college students, dreamy retirees. Some try and get in through the fringes and some, like yourself, come right up to the dock. You may have noticed all the signs on your way in. That is why they are there.” 

      “Would you mind telling us how long you’ve worked here?” Mark asked.

      He smiled and leaned back. “Is this where you begin to move from general questions to personal ones?”

      Ellie didn’t like his haughtiness. “Mr. Niebuhr, we’re simply trying to make sense of some information we have. Would you mind answering his question?”

      His smile faded. “I have been the head of security for the Michaelsons for almost three years now.”

      “And how many employees work on the island?” she asked.

      “Full time? Five. Two at the main house, two are groundskeepers, and myself. My security team has two on the island besides myself at all times, but they all live off island and come in on shifts.”

      Ellie looked around the room. “This is where the staff live?”

      “Yes. It has seven bedrooms and as many bathrooms.” Arnold’s eyes narrowed. He looked at Ellie. “How is this relevant?”

      “Again, we are only trying to unravel the comings and goings around the area,” she said. 

      “Mrs. O’Conner━” 

      “Miss,” she corrected.

      He nodded politely. “Miss O’Conner. I can assure you that no one here would present a problem for you. You do not work with someone such as the Michaelsons and not go through the highest level of vetting. Those of us that live here work directly for the Michaelsons. All the others are brought in with an outside agency that handles the vetting and staffing on every level.”

      Ellie moved on. “The cameras you have around the island. Would we be able to access any footage you have if needed?”

      Arnold frowned. “These are private cameras. That is not a question I am free to answer.”

      “Of course. May I ask how many you have facing the water, looking away from the island?”

      He looked reluctant to answer. “Eight.” He paused, then shook his head. “No. Nine. We had an additional one installed at the north end two months ago.”

      “Any specific reason why?” Mark asked. 

      “Not particularly. The joined angles of two cameras facing away from each other left a blind spot that we were not comfortable with. “We now have a three-hundred-and-sixty-degree view of the waterline.”

      “And you have someone watching them at all times?” Mark asked.

      “Again, I am not at liberty to discuss our security protocols. You will want to go through more formal channels for such things.”

      Ellie thanked Arnold and stood up. She produced a card and handed it to him. “If you think of or see anything, please give me a call.”

      “Of course.”

      They followed him back down the hall and into the foyer. The man at the front desk was staring at the screens. He lifted his eyes and made eye contact with Ellie as she passed. “Ma’am. Sir,” he said. “Have a good day.”

      “Thank you,” she said.

      Two minutes later Ellie and Mark were in their boat headed back to St. James City. A mile out Mark slowed the boat so they could talk without yelling over the sound of the wind or the engine. “What did you make of that?” he asked her. “That guy gave me the creeps.”

      “I didn’t like him either.”

      “He wasn’t telling us everything. I can tell you that much,” Mark said.

      “I’m not sure,” Ellie said. “Assuming someone that works there is in on the gas can situation, it doesn’t make a lot of sense to store them on a glorified sandbar a half a mile from the island if they could just do it there.”

      “Well, Jet’s already getting surveillance in place to get set up out there. We need to have a team on hand to intercept when they come back out.” He brought the throttle up, and the boat strengthened its push through the water. “You going into the office today?” he shouted over the noise.

      “No. I’m taking a couple days off,” she said. 

      “Well, enjoy them. You deserve it.”
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      Ellie slid the dishcloth across the bar top and tossed it to the side. Grabbing a couple clean glasses, she slid them into the hanging glass rack above her head. After coming back from the Mondongos yesterday, she had put the investigation out of her head the rest of her day off. She had gone home, changed, gotten Citrus, and went for a ten-mile run around the island. After coming back and washing the El Camino in her driveway, she had grabbed a shower and spent the rest of the day relaxing around the house. She woke this morning itching to make herself productive and came down to The Salty Mangrove just before lunch where there were always a hundred things that needed to be done to keep things running smoothly. Major and Ralphie did just fine without her, but she enjoyed being around the people and the knowledge that she was contributing in some way.  

      Gloria, perched on her usual stool, fanned herself with last week’s copy of The Pine Island Eagle. “Ellie, it’s good to see you down here, honey. Haven’t seen you a lot since you took that new job. Everything going all right?”

      Ellie wove another glass into the rack. “It’s a little early to tell, but I think we’re heading in the right direction.” 

      “Fu was watching this documentary about the narcotics industry, and they were talking about what they called the ‘balloon effect.’ That when you squeeze hard in one area it bulges out somewhere else. Do you think since the feds at the south end of the state are working so hard against drugs down there that the balloon is expanding up here?”

      Ellie paused and set her palms into the counter. “Could be. Honestly, Gloria, it’s all convoluted. It’s not so much that consumption is so rampant around here as much as we just have a lot of coastline to bring the merchandise into. Most of what comes in here is probably headed into well-populated states—Georgia, Virginia, probably even as far as New York and Chicago.” 

      Gloria leaned in, eyes wide, voice low. “You don’t think the drug lords come here, do you? Do you think someone like El Toto comes here?”

      “No, Gloria. Men like him don’t do the runs. They just enjoy the benefits.”

      Gloria nodded, the answer successful in dissolving any encroaching fear. She took another sip of her Long Island Iced Tea, the first of many she would have that day. Fu leaned in and spent the next minute whispering something in Chinese to his wife. Her eyes widened again, revelation entering into them, like a small child who just found out that Santa isn’t real. “Oh,” she nodded. “Oh Fu, you’re so smart.”

      He smiled and nodded. “Yes.” 

      Ellie, looking curiously at the both of them, asked, “What did he say?”

      “He said that the cartels are like the big box stores. They don’t make anything. They just buy it all up and distribute it. He said that if you’re a really big buyer, like say a Walmart might be in the world of household goods, then you have enough leverage to buy a lot and so you can control the price. The Mexican cartels are so big now they can control what they’ll pay the growers in South America.”

      “Impressive, Fu,” Ellie said. He was right. Over the last few weeks, Ellie had been further enlightened to the changes that had taken place in the global drug trade - cocaine especially - over the last few decades. The farmers who grew the coca leaves were lucky if they made any more than two dollars a day. The difference in the farm gate price and what it could sell on the street in a destination country could be an increase of more than thirty thousand percent. One gram of cocaine in Florida would typically sell for around two hundred dollars, with everyone along the transport chain making greater a yield than the one who came before. The money involved was staggering and only emboldened those selling it to make greater profits.

      Fu said something else. 

      “Follow the money,” Gloria said. 

      “That’s right, Fu.” Most everyone they had busted over the last couple years had yielded no money to follow. They had worked mostly in cash. The few thin money trails they had left behind ended up dissolving into a dead-end of fake accounts and front businesses that provided no additional direction. Ellie smiled at Fu. “Maybe you should join my team.” 

      He shook his head and ran a hand slowly up Gloria’s thick arm, looking at her lustfully. “He doesn’t want to be without me,” Gloria said. He winked at Ellie. 

      “You two are like a couple teenagers on prom night,” she said. “Fu, you want another beer?”

      “Yes.” 

      She grabbed a Landshark from the fridge, popped the top, and set it on the bar. 

      “You know,” Gloria said. “I think we’re going to buy a drone.”

      “A drone? What for?”

      “I was thinking about creating a YouTube channel with videos from different areas of the island. The side roads around here can’t always get you to what you want to see, and I wouldn’t have to take a boat out to get a good shot of the perimeter.”

      “What made you think of doing that?” 

      “Jim Upton put a video up of his drone flying around Bokeelia. It has over five thousand views already, and he only put it up four or five months ago. Given, that’s not Chris Singleton numbers, but it’s a lot for a place like this. I think people would want to see more.” She looked to her left. “Right, honey?”

      “Yes. Yes.” Fu was beaming with excitement the way a man might if someone had just told him he and his wife had won the Powerball. 

      “There are so many options to choose from,” Gloria continued. “I get confused. We want to make sure and get one with a long range and good battery life. Did you know a lot of those drones only have twenty minutes of battery before they have to get charged again? That’s no better than a remote control car!”

      “Technology has come a long way the last few years,” Ellie said. She thought of the military grade UVAs she had seen enter the skies from a tarmac at Camp Phoenix and the ten-foot ScanEagles used by the Coast Guard. The DEA had a fleet of small drones as well. “Drones are a lot like houses. You can get decent manufactured home or spend fifty million. Keep digging. You might have to spend a little more, but a short- to mid-range drone might be what you’re looking for. There are a lot of good recreational ones these days. You might even ask Jon Upton what kind he has.” 

      “Good idea.” Gloria stopped fanning herself with the paper and set it down. We’ll keep looking. I’m going to lie down for a bit and see if I can get a nap in.” She looked at her husband. “You coming, Fu?”

      “Yes.” They got off their seats, and he winked at Ellie. 

      She laughed and shook her head. “See you guys later,” she said, then watched Gloria walk off with her husband, Fu’s head and shoulders rocking back forth beside her. 

      The business of the lunch hour had passed, and the early afternoon saw no one else at the bar. Ellie busied herself with inventory, taking Major’s yellow legal pad and jotting down what items were on their way to becoming scarce. 

      “Excuse me, miss. Can I get a tall Kubuli, please? Draft if you have it.”

      Ellie smiled and turned around. “What are you doing down here?”

      “I come here sometimes, remember?” Tyler nodded to the marina behind him. “I see I just missed him, but Fu and I wanted to finish a robust conversation we started last week.”

      Ellie laughed. “Coming right up.” She filled a glass from the tap and set it in front of him. “All the classes finished up last week, didn’t they? How'd they turn out?”

      “Not bad, I guess. Lee County now has half a dozen eighteen- and nineteen-year-olds who can shoot an apple off your head at two hundred yards. And every time I teach the women’s class, I get a little better at deflecting the world’s worst pick-up lines.” Tyler lifted his voice, trying to mock that of one of his lady students. “Tyler, my target is available if you want to shoot at it.” 

      “Someone said that?”

      “I kid you not. Seriously, though. You need to teach that one for me next time. I can’t do it again. Ted and Harry won’t go near it.”

      Ellie leaned back and silently counted the empty kegs underneath the bar then scratched some numbers on the pad. “You want me to teach at Reticle?”

      “Sure. Why not? I mean, you know, when you’re not busy trying to track down those crawling around on Florida’s most sinister underbelly or tapping a mean keg...yeah.”

      “I’ll think about it. Seems like my plan for a laid back life is slowly slipping away from me.”

      “You do that.” He took another draw from his glass and wiped a line of foam from his lip. “So how’s all your investigating stuff going?”

      Ellie set down the legal pad and the pen. “You wanna go for a walk?”

      “Sure.” He shrugged. “Should I leave this here?”

      “No. Bring it.”

      “But I thought there was a no glass policy on the pier.”

      “Just bring it. I’ll pay your legal fees if Major sues you.”

      “Fair enough.” Tyler grabbed his beer and exited the barstool. 

      Ellie stuck her head into the small kitchen. “Ralphie, I’m going to step out for a few. Keep an eye on the bar for me, will you?” She looked back at Tyler. “Let’s go.”

      They put the tiki hut to their backs and slowly made their way down the long pier. Light gray clouds blanketed the sky, but the water below them was calm, and a light breeze gently stirred the air. A few people had their lines in the water, hoping to bring something up. 

      “I like it,” she said, answering his previous question. “I think I’m starting to realize how much I might need it.”

      “Need what? Something to keep your butt busy?”

      “Yeah, I guess so.”

      “So I was right?”

      “I wouldn’t go that far.”

      “Oh, come on. It wouldn’t hurt to say it. ‘Tyler, you were right.’ Come on, try it. Just a few syllables.”

      “Tyler, you were…really good at teaching that ladies class.”

      He rolled his eyes. “Fine. Don’t say it. But we both know it’s true.”

      Since Ellie had spent the last few weeks holed up at the Fort Myers DEA office, she hadn’t seen much of Tyler. She hadn’t even stepped onto Reticle’s property since Adam Stark was killed, even though picturing his killer at the end of her scope might be good for her. Now that she was in the field, her part-time hours had kicked in, and they would be able to get back to their standing meeting to shoot together each week. Being here with him now, walking casually down the pier, she realized how much she liked being near him. “I’m glad you came today,” she said. “Everything has just been so…” Her voice trailed off. Images of Assam Murad’s family, of young Adam Stark, her father, even her sister and little niece drifted across her vision. “So hard,” she finished.

      Tyler stopped, looked down on her. “Come here.” He set his glass on the top of the railing and pulled her in close. “You’ve been through a lot. Just take things in stride. I’m not going anywhere, okay?”

      His strong arms felt good around her. “Yeah.”

      They were quiet for a while, both of them standing in the middle of the Norma Jean pier, holding each other, both feeling the satisfaction of each other’s presence and a mild awkwardness at the intimacy of the moment. Up until now their physical contact had gone no further than exchanging the occasional quick goodbye hug. Tyler squeezed a little tighter and locked Ellie in. “I could throw you over.” 

      She smiled at his naïveté, or maybe it was his ignorance. “Tyler. I was in the CIA,” she reminded him. 

      He relaxed his hold, brought his arms down, and took a small step back. “That doesn’t mean you could take me.”

      “Oh no? Then why did you move away?”

      “I don’t want to hurt you. My mama said to never hurt a girl.”

      “Right…” She laughed. 

      “Besides, you still haven’t told me what you did for the CIA. For all I know you took out the trash. Someone has to take out the trash, right?”

      “Yes, Tyler. I’m sure someone has to take out the trash, but I think they’re probably contracted from the outside.”

      “Oh. Yeah.” Tyler grabbed up his beer, glad that Warren Hall wasn’t around to see him with the glass out on the pier. “Well, come on,” he said. “I’m hungry. Let’s see if I can get Ralphie to whip me up a burger. Maybe you can help him with the trash.”
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      Ellie pulled the El Camino into the cracked driveway belonging to Loribelle Claude and got out. An old beat-up and beat-down single-cab F-150 sat between her truck and the dead Buick nestled up to the garage door. She walked across the dirt walkway that was covered in weeds, tabs belonging to aluminum cans, and bite-size candy bar wrappers. Old lead paint flecked off the wooden door when she knocked on it. She heard nothing inside, and nobody came to the door, so she tried again, louder this time. More paint jumped off the door. Finally, the door creaked on its rusted hinges, and Loribelle appeared, looking less lovely than the first time Ellie had seen her. 

      “Yeah?” the older lady said. She didn’t recognize Ellie. 

      “Hi, ma’am. I was here last week with an associate. I’m with the DEA. Ellie O’Conner.”

      The woman’s shoulders slumped. “Oh hell. What now? Can’t y'all just leave us alone?”

      “I’d like to, ma’am.” Ellie meant every syllable. “But I have a couple more questions I’d like to ask Jimmy. Is he here?”

      Loribelle tossed her hands out. “I don’t know,” she said. “You think I keep track of him?”

      “I—” 

      Before Ellie could answer, Loribelle turned and yelled: “Jiiiimmy! You here? Jiiiimmy, get out here!” As they stood there awkwardly, the scent of moldy food and rancid garbage drifted into Ellie’s face. She stopped breathing and waited. 

      A door clicked open in the back of the house, and she saw Jimmy come out of the hallway. He walked up behind his mother, then realized who was at his front door. He rolled his eyes. “What do you want?” He was wearing cut-off jean shorts, a sleeveless plaid shirt, and looked like he hadn’t showered since the last time Ellie had seen him. 

      “Can we step into the yard and talk?” A billion red blood cells were pleading with her for fresh air. 

      He lifted his chin and looked over Ellie’s shoulder, scanning the yard and the driveway. “You alone?”

      “I am.”

      “I ain’t talkin’ with you out there. Meet me out back.”

      “Okay.” Jimmy and his mother disappeared back into the house, and the door closed behind Ellie as she walked down the steps. She turned toward the end of the house opposite the garage and quickly realized that it provided no access to the rear. Aged red tip photinias grew away from the house, and a rusty chain-link fence was hiding deep within their branches. Ellie walked back to the driveway and slid her legs through the narrow space between the Buick and Jimmy’s truck. She came out onto a pile of old wood littered with cigarette butts and empty beer cans. A depressed chain-link gate hung on one hinge, and an old tire was propped against it. Ellie leaned down and moved the tire. She pushed the gate open. Walking down the side of the house, she navigated around crushed beer cans and passed the air conditioning unit. It clanked like the fan was off center or possibly a protest from the quality of the air it was forced to draw out of the house. Ellie walked into the back yard and waited. Everyone had different means; there was no shame in that. Pine Island had its share of millionaires and plenty of those with lesser means. But this place was in a class all by itself. More tires littered the yard, and old lawn chairs were stacked with a rusted-out coffee can sitting on top. Bags of garbage never taken to the curb sat piled in a corner, creating an ecosystem of their own.

      She stood waiting in the yard for three minutes before the back door clacked open and Jimmy stepped out. A freshly lit cigarette dangled between his thin lips. He walked up to her shaking his head.

      “Listen, lady━”

      “It’s Ellie,” she corrected.

      “Look, lady,” he said. “You can’t keep coming around like this.” He slowed his speech for emphasis. “You are going to get me messed up.” 

      “Victor Calderón helped us out.”

      He looked satisfied and terrified at the same time. “He did, huh?”

      “Yes, he did. We are thankful for your help with that.”

      “Now what you think is gonna happen if someone finds out I told you Victor might squirm? Man, I’m gonna end up fish food, that’s what.”

      Ellie was pretty sure that, by nature, fish did not tend to consume food that they detected was poisonous. She set her eyes to his. “Jorge Changa,” she said, watching his expression.

      His eyes shifted, barely noticeable. He took another drag, closed his eyes, and blew out. “What about him?”

      “You seen him?” 

      “So what if I have?”

      “If you have, I would like to know.”

      He shrugged. “Don’t matter if I have or not. I’m out of the game. I already told you and Agent Dumbass that.”

      “Jimmy, here’s the deal. I like to play nice unless I’m given a reason not to. You helped me have a chat with Victor, and I would consider that playing nice. Now, I need to know about Jorge. So you can give me something on him right here in the privacy of your backyard, or I can leave, do a little digging, then come back with a crew of my own and bring you in for formal questioning. How might certain people feel about that?” She smiled. “Your choice, your pick, better make it quick.” She’d heard the last line in a movie - couldn’t remember which one - and had always wanted to use it. 

      Jimmy flicked his half-smoked cigarette across the yard. It landed in an open ice chest filled with old rain water and algae. “He was here last night,” he said. His jaw was set hard. He was obviously angry with himself for saying anything. “For about an hour.”

      “What did he want?”

      “What do you think, man? He wants me back shuffling the deck...rolling the dice as it were.”

      Out of pure curiosity, Ellie asked, “What made you quit, Jimmy? Assuming that you are telling the truth. Why get out now and go pick mangoes for Sharla Potter?”

      Jimmy got a look in his eyes that made Ellie unable to distinguish between relief and regret. “My old man passed.” There was a darkened coal mine of details behind that statement, and Ellie felt somehow that pressing forward would be insensitive, as if she would be trying to press the sole of her foot onto sacred, or possibly even unholy, ground. 

      “Do you know who Jorge’s working with?”

      “Jorge works alone. He don’t work for no one but himself.”

      “Let me ask this another way. He’s up here for a reason. Obviously, he sees a chance to make more money here than he was in Miami or to make the same money with less risk. Either way, he’s not doing it alone. So who is he connecting with. Zamaco? Nunez?”

      Jimmy cleared his throat, scratched a shoulder with the back of a thumbnail, then muttered something.

      “What’s that?” she asked.

      “Nunez,” he mumbled louder. “As far as I know. That’s who he was working with last time we did some work together. I would suspect he’s tied in with him again. But he didn’t say. And don’t ask me where to find Nunez. I don’t know where he is. Nobody knows that.”

      “Where might I find Jorge?”

      He shook his head. “No. See, that’s where I draw the line. I’m fine tellin’ you to talk with Victor. But I ain’t a snitch. I don’t give people up.”

      “Fair enough,” Ellie said, nodding like she was in agreement. She was prepared for this. She reached into her pocket and produced five crisp hundred-dollar bills. She opened and splayed them out for his viewing pleasure. In the CIA Jimmy would have been what they called an “access agent.” He was not a large cog in the wheel, but he knew those who were. It was men like Jimmy and Victor who collapsed empires. Men who did not like to hold the pockets of other men and those who enjoyed spending a little time with several images of Benjamin Franklin. Jimmy had already talked, but he could also be bought. Offering a bribe of any kind was without question against DEA agent policy. Ellie was pretty certain there had been a paragraph about it in the contractor paperwork she had signed a few weeks ago. But someone was going to find those responsible for the death of Adam Stark, and that someone was going to be her.

      “What is this?” he asked. 

      “This, Jimmy Joe Claude, is five hundred dollars. It would be a ‘thank-you’ from me to you.” 

      “I already told you I’m not━”

      “This would buy a lot of Milwaukee's Best or Pall Malls…or Lysol,” she added. 

      “Huh?”

      “I’m sure this could help you and your mother. How many hours would you have to pick for Sharla to get this? Sixty? Seventy? Just tell me where I might happen to get lucky enough to bump into Jorge, and it’s yours.”

      “I ain’t stupid enough to think you’re not breaking some rules with this,” he said.

      “When have you ever cared about the rules, Jimmy?” 

      Jimmy looked back down, hungrily eyed the money, then shifted his eyes away like a guilty boy with an old issue of Playboy in his lap. Then he looked at the money again like a boy who had just put his guilt to rest underneath the closed layer of a seared conscience. He reached out for it. Ellie pulled it back. “Jorge, then money. That’s the logic I’m working with.”

      Jimmy took a long breath, cleared his throat. “He didn’t tell me where he’s holing up, but it’s probably one of two places.”

      “Which would be where?” she asked.

      “There’s a space at Coralwood Village and another at Ridgeside.”

      Ellie pulled up the memo app on her phone and handed it to him. “I need the addresses.”

      Jimmy ran his cracked, nicotine-stained fingers across the screen and gave it back to Ellie. She checked it, then handed him the money. 

      “You tell anyone, and I’m a dead man. Do me a favor. Don’t come ’round here no more.” He walked to the back door and opened it. “You comin’?”

      Ellie thought she would have to get on the list for a nostril transplant if she did that. “Thanks. I don’t want to bother your mother again. I’ll go back out from the side.”

      “Suit yourself.”

      She navigated back to the front of the house and got back in her father’s old car. She looked up the addresses Jimmy gave her on her phone. One was in a trailer park in Cape Coral, the other just across the river in Fort Myers in what appeared to be a run-down area of town. She dialed Mark and waited for him to answer. “Hey, I’ve got a couple places I need us to check out. You good for a stakeout tomorrow night?”

      There was a pause. Ellie knew that no one, whether they were agency or law enforcement, enjoyed sitting in a car looking over their shoulder for hours on end. “Who are we looking for?” he asked.

      “I’d rather not say over the phone. Let’s circle up tomorrow, and I’ll fill you in.” They disconnected, and Ellie shifted the El Camino into reverse. A sheer curtain moved in the front window of Jimmy’s house. Ellie kept her foot on the brake and looked. Loribelle was staring at her through the dingy glass, her eyes squinting, looking like a disheveled witch. Jimmy must have shown her the money. Loribelle wouldn’t forget Ellie the next time she knocked on her door. 

      And hopefully, by the grace of heaven, Ellie would never have to again.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nineteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Fridays are for grilling. And not just any kind of grilling. Backyard grilling. Such was Major’s life philosophy and one that he invited everyone to espouse. Ellie pulled the El Camino into his driveway and parked behind his black Jeep Wrangler. She turned off her car, or truck, whatever it was, and grabbed the sweating six-pack of Coronas off the long bench seat. She paused and stared at the dark spot the beer brought out of hiding. It was a fuzzy circle the size of a half dollar made of black ink, written by a seven-year-old girl daydreaming with a pen. It was one of the few times her father had ever snapped at her. She’d cried, and he had tried to clean the spot, but the smeared stain remained like a burn mark on a perfect patch of skin. He had come to her later, apologized, hugged her, and told her he was leaving it there, said it would remind him that his car wasn’t as important as his little girl. Ellie ran the tips of her fingers across the blot and smiled sadly. Then she shook her head and allowed the memories to fall away as she stepped onto the driveway.

      Major’s house was a modest two-story a couple miles north of hers and sat right on Dobbs Preserve on the far east edge of Pine Island. A second floor balcony came off the master bedroom and looked over a perfectly manicured front yard filled with palms, a large sapodilla tree, and gardenias that cast a sweet aroma around the yard. Major had owned the place for nearly thirty years, and though he could now afford a home three times the value of this one, he was comfortable right where he was. 

      Ellie walked in and shut the door behind her. “Hey!” she called out. 

      “In here!” 

      She walked down the hall and turned left into the kitchen. Major was leaned over a cutting board, chopping bell peppers and onions. “Hey, kiddo.”

      “Hey, Major.” She pulled out a couple beers and put the other four on the top shelf of the refrigerator. “You making shish kebabs again?” She popped the cap off a bottle and set it in front of him. She did the same for own bottle and took a long pull.

      “Yep. Steaks are marinating now.” The kitchen was an open design, spilling into the living room and looking out on the back yard. Ellie walked to the sofa and sat down. 

      “Gloria was telling me that her mother used to put cauliflower on her kabobs. You believe that?” he said. 

      “Guh. Really?” 

      “Yeah. I mean why ruin a perfectly good meal with cauliflower?”

      “Might as well stick a few radishes on there while you’re at it,” Ellie said.

      Major looked up and pointed the knife at her. “Exactly.” He looked back down and kept chopping. “How was work today? Catch any drug lords?”

      “Hah.” Ellie took another pull off her beer. “You know, I didn’t think I would end up saying this, but I think I might be enjoying it. I mean, all of one week in the field. We’ll have to see how it goes.”

      “You mean, Tyler and I were right about the whole ‘you need to be doing something else with your life’ bit?”

      “Yeah, I guess so. You were.” She grinned. “Tyler wasn’t. I still can’t believe Garrett Cage is heading up an entire DEA office. I would have put my odds on Dennis Rodman being the next pope over that.”

      “You’ll have to bring him over to The Mangrove for lunch one day. Right now, all I know is that he ruined my fishing spot that day you and I were out on the water. Probably need a do-over with him.” 

      “You need any help?” she asked.

      “Nah, just about done.” He jabbed some shrimp and vegetables onto a skewer. “I’m telling you, Ellie. This whole thing about Pete not showing up is getting to me. It’s been almost two months now. A plank on my pier would go missing before he did.”

      “Yeah. I’ve got the heebee jeebees about it too.”

      “This whole island searched the coast for three days. His body would have shown up somewhere. Pete wasn't rich, but he wasn’t poor either. Not kidnap-for-ransom material if you ask me. Not that anyone tried that angle. Maybe you’ll get lucky and find some answers.”

      “I hope so.” Ellie looked above the fireplace and saw a framed painting of two pelicans flying low over the water. “Is that new?”

      Major looked up, nodded. “Yep. Had Jean Oglesby paint that for me. It turned out really nice.”

      “Jean did that? You’re kidding?” Jean was a local exhibitionist painter who had a gallery on Matlacha. She was known and loved for the bright colors she used in her flamboyant representation of local wildlife and scenery. The painting in Major’s living room was much more sober and reflected the muted colors of a graying dusk over the water. 

      “Jean can do about anything. You just have to ask. Which reminds me. I have a thank-you card here on the counter for her. I’m leaving for Marco tomorrow and would rather not mail it. Can you take it by in the next few days?”

      “You bet. Remind me before I leave tonight. One of these days I’ll go down to Marco with you. You still have that Grady-White I can stay on, right?”

      “Of course. I would like that. Just let me know when.”

      Ellie’s gaze fell onto the end table, and she reached over and picked up an old picture. It was set into a dark and unassuming wooden frame. The image was old, overcome with sepia that was representative of shots taken with an old SLR camera. Two young men in their late twenties or early thirties were sitting against the gunwale of a Lund fiberglass boat, both clutching a beer and their eyes squinting in laughter. One had an old trucker hat sporting the Baltimore Orioles logo, and the other wore scraggly blond hair that grazed his shoulders. Both were shirtless and wore short cutoff jean shorts typical of the era. 

      “I haven’t seen this before,” Ellie said. “Did you just set it out?”

      “I was going through a box of pictures I had in the guest room closet. Found that little gem in there.”

      Ellie looked at Major’s swelling midsection and then back at the picture. “Which one is you?”

      “That bad, huh? I’m on the right, not wearing the hat.”

      “The blond one? No kidding.”

      “Yeah,” he huffed. “Age has a way of growing your gut and shrinking your hairline.”

      “So who’s the Orioles guy?”

      “Gunny. He didn’t even like the Orioles as far as I know. But he wore that hat all the time. No idea where he got it. Maybe winning beer pong at a carnival.”

      “He was best friends with you and Dad, right?”

      “Yeah. That was the last image we got of him. Norma Jean’s the one who took the picture. Probably the last one she ever snapped.”

      Ellie returned the frame to its place and curled her feet underneath her. “I remember Dad vaguely saying something about them when I was little. What happened?”

      Major stopped and set his hands on the counter. He leaned in on them. “The four of us - me, your father, Gunny, Norma Jean - we started our own charter company on Boca Grande.”

      “No kidding.”

      “Was Norma Jean dating one of you?”

      He smiled and kept looking into the past. “No. Not really. I think she and I were going somewhere, but it's hard to say where it would’ve ended up. She flirted with Gunny too, so who knows? Your dad had just met your mother and was taking night classes at the college. He would come out on weekends and take a couple charters out.”

      Ellie knew there had been some kind of tragedy but didn’t want to ask. She waited.

      Major grabbed his beer and took a long, patient swig. “Gunny and Norma Jean booked this gig with four guests to head out and bring up some king mackerel. They had this spot, and it hooked every time they went out. Every single time. But...they never came back in.” He stared down at the polished black granite. “I knew their spot and finally went out to find them. It wasn’t like them to move spots without radioing it in. They weren’t out there, of course. Besides, by then it was early evening; sun was almost gone. No way they would be gone that long. I was coming back in when I saw something orange at port. I pulled up and it was…” Major paused, winced, and widened his eyes to keep the tears back. “It was her. Floating upside down. She was completely naked except for the life vest. I pulled alongside her and got her in the boat.” He shook his head. “She was already gone.”

      Ellie waited a few breaths for him to gather himself. “What do you think happened?”

      “I know what happened.” Major closed his eyes and pinched the bridge of his nose. “They were murdered. Norma Jean was shot twice.”

      “Oh my God.”

      “Whoever booked the charter had malintent from the beginning. Gunny, we never found him. Your father wanted me to take over the charter business after that. He was focused on school and already had his sights set on working for the DOJ. They weren’t married yet, but your mother got fearful with him staying in the charter business after that.” 

      “Dad never talked about them. Not to me anyway.”

      “I never told him.”

      “Told him what?”

      “That they were murdered. All he knew was that they vanished.”

      A hollow spot inside Ellie’s chest was growing increasingly heavy with sadness. “Why not?”

      “It wouldn’t have helped anything. Around here the local news would have nitpicked every bit of flesh off that story. I couldn’t have people thinking about her like that, that being the last mental image they had of her. I’m not sure, but with her having no clothes on I’d say she’d been raped. The bullet holes were in her back. I don’t know if she was trying to escape or not.” 

      “Don’t you think it would have helped to catch whoever did it?”

      “They weren’t going to find them, Ellie. Because of the missing person report, the cops looked for the men she and Gunny took out there. Turns out the names and identification they gave for the charter were bogus. That boat and those men were gone. Major blinked again and started back at filling the skewers. “I went a few miles further out, removed her life vest, wrapped some old anchor chain around her and slipped her over the edge.” He sighed deeply. “Geez, Ellie. I feel like I just turned on a rusty spigot that goes a mile down.” He wiped the moisture out of his eyes with the back of his wrist. 

      Ellie stared at the picture. “Yeah,” she said, silently relating. She hadn’t talked about Kabul since her return home. For one, she wasn’t allowed to. But she hadn’t mentioned it even in generalities, not even to those closest to her to let them know that ever since she had felt undone. Like an unbuttoned blouse flapping in the wind.  

      “While we’re talking about losses, have you been to the cemetery yet?” Major asked. 

      Ellie finished her beer in three chugs. “No.”

      “Feel guilty about it?” he asked.  

      “Yep. It’s been half a year. I should be able to go by now.”

      “You’ll get there eventually. You’ll know when the timing is right. He would have wanted you to heal in your own way.” 

      “There isn’t much that scares me, Major, but visiting my father’s grave almost makes me dizzy.” She sighed. They just didn’t make men like Frank O’Conner anymore. “I miss him so much sometimes my bones ache.”

      “Me too, kiddo. Me too.”

      Major ran his hands under the water, wiped them on a dish towel, and grabbed the plate of raw food. He smiled at her. “Enough of all that. Come on. Let’s go fire up the grill.”
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      Ellie brought her truck into a parking space near the motel entrance. Mark exited his Honda Accord and got into her passenger seat. Ellie said, “I’d ask you if you were ready to do this, but I think I know the answer.”

      “I’m ready,” he said. “Just not excited.”

      “You looked at the address I gave you? The one at Ridgeside? I’ll take the one at Town View Village.”

      “I did. We made a bust in that area late last year. A meth lab two streets over if I’m remembering correctly.” He nodded. “Yeah, it was a Puerto Rican family. Even had the kids involved. Parents got taken off, and I had to wait back for Child Protective Services to show up. Crazy, isn’t it? Here we are poking around for those driving the coke wagon, but then you’ve got all this other crap going on too. If it’s not meth, it coke; if it’s not coke, it’s heroin, or that new zombie drug, flakka. Always something new and old.”

      Ellie exited the map app on her phone. She looked out her windshield at the evening traffic passing by. Moms, dads, kids, grandparents, going to soccer practice, PTA, and coming home from jobs meant to stock their cupboards and fill their 401(k)s. Ellie jutted her chin toward the street. “That’s who we’re working for, Mark. The Gina Starks of the world. The moms in Tahoes and minivans and the young kids who want to grow up and be teachers and firemen and astronauts. We can’t get all the creeps and find all the stuff. But we’re going to get a few of them and find some of it. A few of them are going to feel the hurt. If we can do that, I can sleep well at night.”

      Mark looked over at her, genuine surprise written across his face. “Well said. You might have a little politician in you with that speech.”

      “Get out of my truck.” She smiled. “Keep in touch while you’re over there.”

      “Will do,” he said, then opened the door. “Good luck.”  

      
        
        _______________

      

      

      Town View Village was the oldest mobile home community in Lee County, came in at twenty-three acres with almost two hundred homes. The carved and painted wooden sign displaying the name of the neighborhood sat over an untended flower bed filled with milk thistle, nutsedge, and velvetleaf that threatened to continue rising and cover every letter of the sign. Jimmy had given Ellie an address on Rickshaw Avenue. She drove past a couple side streets before seeing Rickshaw on her left. She looked down the street and scanned it as she rolled by. The yards were square and small, like dirt postage stamps. Chipped concrete driveways took up most of the space. Plastic tricycles, tipped-over garbage cans left by the trash collector, and newspapers never retrieved from the curb lined the length of the street. The neighborhood had almost no vegetation to speak of. Trees and large bushes were absent. Saplings, with the dirt around their root balls still freshly turned, were half dead and lined the splotchy grass near the sidewalk, no doubt planted there by a property manager who cared more about sprucing up the area than did its residents. Ellie turned left down Hixson and moved the air conditioning knob from high to low to minimize the noise inside the cab.  

      The sun was an hour into its evening descent, and the shadows of the saplings and trash cans stretched down the street beyond their forms like blackened putty. At the end of Hixson, Ellie turned left, then swung left again onto Rickshaw. She quickly located a lot number and compared it with the address she was looking for. The place would be on her left-hand side, the opposite side of the street from where she was now. Exactly what she wanted. Her Silverado's windows were tinted to the maximum allowed by Florida law and afforded her a little anonymity as she grabbed her field glasses and set them to her face. Some of the lots had the address number next to the front door and some only on the tattered mailboxes lining the street. Ellie found the number she was looking for three lots down, which meant that, for now, she was parked perfectly. 

      Stakeout was one of those words that struck a chord of intrigue through the average person’s mind, along with words like asset, mole, or spy. Over the course of her past career, Ellie had been involved in many stakeouts in various cities across Europe. This would be only her third sitting in a vehicle. In Stuttgart she had positioned herself on a church roof top; Prague, atop a pallet rack in a canning warehouse; Antwerp, and her least favorite, the limb of a chestnut tree. Each time, she was looking through the scope of a long-range rifle, waiting for her target to appear. Working for the DEA was keeping her busy, but it wouldn’t compare to the adrenaline, the sense of imminence and danger, that came in the role she played with Langley. Stakeouts behind the wheel of a car or truck simply for the purpose of gathering information could be among the most boring and mind-numbing experiences available to man. Pushed too late into the evening and yawns had to be stifled, bladders held, and stiff legs stretched. 

      Ellie played with the switch that controlled her side mirrors. In a stakeout you were always checking your mirrors, making sure no one came up on you unnoticed. She grabbed a metal clipboard from her backpack and set it on her lap. A white construction hard hat sat in the seat next to her. Clipboards and hard hats were a stakeout’s best friend. If someone noticed you at any point, you could look down at your paper, pull up the first page and make notes on the second. This gave the appearance of being busy with some kind of official work. If someone approached your vehicle, the hat would provide substance to a quick alias. 

      Ellie punched the stereo knob and pressed the CD button. Jack Johnson’s soft and humble voice hummed through the speakers, singing a chorus about banana pancakes. She turned the volume knob to low and kept her eyes on the mobile home in question. Farther down the street, four small children were riding their bikes and kicking a worn soccer ball around a cardboard box that had been repurposed for a goal. 

      An hour elapsed before Ellie received her first dose of external stimulation. An older lady wearing a pink robe and slippers emerged from the mobile home Ellie was parked in front of. She walked down the steps and approached Ellie’s truck. Ellie grabbed a pen, raised the clipboard higher so the top half rested on the steering wheel and the bottom half rested on the top of her thighs. She rolled down the window. 

      The lady’s face was old and seamed with deep furrows created by thin and aged skin. The jowls on either side sagged liked they were about to drip off her face. Her shoulders hunched, and her eyes were set deep underneath thick and scowling brows. She maneuvered up to the open window, her voice hoarse from years of cigarette tar coating her lungs. “Are you looking for something?” she asked.  

      Ellie’s smile was that of a professional arborist. “No, ma’am. I’m surveying the neighborhood for these saplings we put in a little while back. As you can see they’re all dying out. I had to go around and count which ones aren’t making it. I’m filling out my notes before I leave.” 

      The lady snorted. “They didn’t put in any damn soaker hoses. That was the problem. You need to put in soaker hoses. No one around here is going to water them.”

      “Yes, ma'am. We’re trying to get the city to pick up the tab on the irrigation. That seems to have been an oversight that we’re trying to correct.”

      The lady knitted her brow then stepped back and took another look down the length of Ellie’s truck. “Okay. As long as everything is all right.”

      “Yes, ma’am. Sure is.” 

      “All right then. Have a good evening.”

      “Thank you. You too.” Ellie rolled her window back up as the lady walked away, still mumbling to herself about soaker hoses.  

      Ellie fixed her eyes back on the mobile home: 2797 Rickshaw. A powder blue double-wide with wooden steps that led up to a tiny porch holding a plastic chair. A ceramic ashtray straddled the railing. A Chevy Cobalt and a Lincoln Town Car were parked bumper-to-bumper in the driveway. The door opened, and a man stepped out wearing black jeans and a pink polo shirt two sizes too large that hung down to his knees. Whatever hair he had was buzzed close to the scalp. A gold chain hung around his neck. Ellie lifted the field glasses to her eyes and focused in on him. The hue of his skin hinted of Spanish descent. He set a cigarette to his mouth and lit it up, then leaned against the wood railing and stared down at the yard below. The door opened again, and another man came out. His skin was dark, and he wore a Jamaican rasta beanie and sported a long goat patch on his chin. Neither of the men resembled the image in Jorge's file. The second man borrowed a cigarette from the first and lit up. Neither spoke; both stared at the large patch of dirt below them. 

      Ellie’s passenger seat buzzed, and she reached over and picked up her phone. The call was from Mark. She answered. “Hey, how’s it going out there?” she asked. 

      “Ellie.” Mark’s tone was a mixture of excitement and concern. “You need to come over here.”

      “Are you okay?”

      “Yeah. Yeah, I’m fine. But you need to see what I’m seeing.”

      “What is it?”

      “Just come over. I think it’s someone of interest.”

      “Jorge?” she asked. 

      “No. There’s this guy and...well, I feel like an idiot because I’ve seen him before, but I can’t place where. I don’t have a surveillance camera, and my phone can’t get a good picture from that far away.”

      Ellie looked back at the two men on the small deck. She studied their faces and memorized their features. “There’s a parking lot across from the subdivision entrance,” Mark said. “I’ll meet you there and ride back in with you.”

      Ellie slipped the clipboard into the side pocket on her door. “I’ll leave now.” She put the truck in gear and drove up the street past the blue mobile home, keeping her eyes on the road as if she was as indifferent to the men on the deck as a Lee County arborist might be.
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      Seven minutes later, Ellie pulled into a newly paved parking lot and navigated her truck into the space next to Mark’s Accord. Mark got in and shut the door. Sliding the seatbelt across his chest, he said, “Sorry, Ellie. It’s driving me nuts. I can’t place the guy. I swear I’ve seen him before.” 

      “No worries. Just show me where to go.”

      Two minutes later, they were parked on the curb of a corner lot where they could get a good view of the house in question. It was across the street, on their right. The neighborhood was lower-middle class, not as run down as the mobile home park from which Ellie had just come. The houses appeared no older than twenty years, were small with some of the porches featuring a porch swing or room for a set of chairs. The house in question was a one-story, brown-painted brick with a framed awning over the porch. The yard was perfectly cut and, from what Ellie could see through the growing haze of dusk, was a deep green only made possible by fertilizer and regular watering. “Someone is taking care of the place,” she said. “The yard is nicer than mine.” 

      “Nicer than mine too,” Mark said.

      “Don’t you live in an apartment?” 

      “Yep. That’s why this one is nicer.”

      “So who are we looking for?”

      Mark kept his eyes on the front of the house. “A guy wearing cargo shorts and a white T-shirt comes out every few minutes, paces, then goes back inside. He’ll look at his phone like he’s waiting for a call.”

      “Does he look nervous?” she asked.

      “No. I wouldn’t say nervous. More...anxious. Expectant.”

      “Have the curtains been drawn the whole time?”

      “Yes,” he said. “I was parked down that part of the street earlier. I couldn’t see in when the door opened.”  

      The porch light flicked on, and the door opened. Someone stepped out and shut the door. “There.” Mark tensed. “That’s him.”

      He looked young - maybe mid-twenties - had short dark hair, and a cell phone planted on his ear. He walked down the concrete walkway leading from the house and out to the sidewalk. He kept his head down as he spoke and paced back and forth every few yards.

      “Can you tell?” Mark asked.

      “Not yet. He hasn’t looked up.” She grabbed the field glasses and set them to her eyes. He completed a few more circuits and started shaking his head, keeping his eyes on his feet. 

      “Looks like he’s having the call he was expecting,” Mark noticed out loud. 

      The man walked back, stopped, and looked up. Forgetting a face was outside Ellie’s repertoire. Her years of experience meant she recognized and remembered things most people didn’t. Mark was a good agent, but the man he had seen for just a few seconds a few days prior had escaped him. It had probably slipped Mark’s attention that the front door swung open toward the street. That it had been reframed and the hinges switched, making it difficult for the door to be kicked or rammed in during a raid. He may not have picked up on the fact that the large, dark peephole on the front door was a camera lens. Thankfully, they were out of its line of sight.

      Ellie brought the field glasses down. “Smith,” she said. 

      “What? You know him?”

      “Mondongo. He was the guy sitting behind the security desk when we walked into the staff quarters. The Hispanic man with the long scar on his face.”

      “Oh yeah…” Mark snapped his fingers. “I knew I’d seen him before. How do you know his name? He had a name badge?”

      “No. Do you remember seeing the lockers in the corner next to the little counter and coffee pot? In that living room where we spoke with Arnold? There were five of them.”

      “I must’ve missed that.”

      “The front of each locker door had a small placard holder with a name and thick lines embossed in it. Thick lines like a rank of sorts. One card was blank, two of them had three tick marks, and the other had two.”

      “And the guy at front desk only had two dashes on his shirt or something?

      “Yeah, on his shoulder. That locker card said ‘Smith.’”

      “Geez,” Mark huffed, impressed. “What were the names of the other two?”

      “Ingles and Vargas. Arnold wasn’t wearing a uniform so I assumed the blank one belonged to him, or he doesn’t have a locker or rank for whatever reason. From what he said, some of the security don’t live in staff house. Hence the lockers.” 

      Mark kept his gaze out the window and shook his head. “Unbelievable. Did you count all the floor tiles too?”

      “No, just the boards on the dock,” she joked. They watched, and the man outside kept pacing, clearly growing more agitated. His free hand was animated, waving wildly beyond his body. 

      “How do you want to play this?” Mark asked.

      Ellie slowly rubbed her hands together and stared at the dash, thinking. “We need to keep a tail on this guy. I’ll bet you a salt-rimmed margarita that his connections run into places we weren't prepared for.” 

      “How do you mean? You think all those guards on the island are in on it?”

      “No, no. Think. Who does he work for?”

      Mark pondered the question. “Uh, Hawkwing.”

      “Right. And their employees are vetted up to the eyeballs. Even Arnold Niebuhr said as much. Companies like Hawkwing are leaders in an industry composed of billion-dollar corporations and deep geopolitical connections.”

      “Okay…”

      “So they aren’t going to just hire some street pusher by accident. That wouldn’t just slip through the cracks. All of Hawkwing's clients are big money. You saw the setup at Mondongo Key Island. Their clients have their own jets and buy islands for crying out loud.”

      “So, what’s your point?”

      “That if they hire a bad apple and that bad apple negatively steals from or negatively affects their clients, then Hawkwing's brand suffers. Image is everything in that industry. Especially on the domestic side. On the international front you can get away with just about anything. Over there it’s basically murder for hire. Contract armies.” 

      “This guy could have gotten in wrong after he started working with them,” Mark offered.

      “Doubtful. They’ll keep an eye on everyone on their payroll. Anything less would be incompetent.” Ellie looked over at her co-worker. “In my past life I rubbed elbows with international security firms. A lot. Even Hawkwing has a division that extends to global clients. Anybody working for the company will be highly trained, deeply scrutinized, and well paid.”

      “You’re suggesting this goes higher up in the company?”

      “Mark. I knew you’d come around.”

      “Quit it.” He grinned. “I‘m with you now.”

      “I want us to go dig around and see if anything surfaces. Let’s start by finding out this guy’s real name. I’m starting to think ‘Smith’ isn’t the name he got from his father.”

      “If he’s out there to keep an eye on the comings and goings of that little key that they stash the gas at, don’t you think he would have seen us that night we went out there?”

      “He could have. It’s unlikely, but he could have been off that night or may not have been able to inform the crew in time that someone was out there. Who knows?” 

      The door to the house opened again and a bald white man of average height wearing jeans and a white V-neck T-shirt walked out toward Smith. Smith held a finger up to him and leaned in like he was struggling to hear the voice on the other end of the line. Then his back straightened, and, even from their distance of twenty yards, Mark and Ellie could hear him yelling into the phone. He hung up and started talking to the other man who had just come out, arms flailing while he screamed. The bald man put a calm hand on Smith’s shoulder and nodded across the street. Smith nodded and followed. 

      They crossed the road and started walking toward the truck. Mark tensed. “If they come over here knocking on the glass, Smith is going to recognize us when he sees us,” he whispered.

      “It’s too dark outside for them to see through the tint,” Ellie said. “If he knocks we bail. They’ll get creeped out that they’re being watched, but we won’t have given our faces away. Look.”

      The two men stopped at the corner of the driveway and resumed their conversation, still oblivious to the two DEA agents sitting a few yards from them. Ellie slipped a hand onto her door and tapped down on the button that controlled her passenger window. It came down an inch. She repeated the motion, faster this time, and it came down another inch. 

      “What are you doing?” Mark whispered frantically.

      She whispered through clenched teeth. “Do you want to hear what they’re saying or not?”  

      The bald guy was talking quietly, trying to calm his partner. Smith interrupted, spoke quietly, but just loud enough for Mark and Ellie to pick it up. “I don’t know what to tell them. We’re screwed.”

      “Did he know who it was?”

      Smith’s voice carried higher in his anger. “It’s that Ringo guy….whoever he is. He snuck in somehow, and they gave the order to him...again.”

      “Ringo?” The white man’s voice was louder now, charged with panic. “You’re kidding?”

      “I’m telling you, he’s eating up everything now,” Smith said. He looked out toward the truck, but his thoughts were elsewhere. 

      “What are we gonna do?” the other guy asked. 

      Smith shrugged. “For me, for you, business as usual. This is above our pay grade. We just won’t be getting paid if this keeps up.” Silence ensued as they both stared at their feet. As they imagined the money flowing a little less freely. Smith closed his eyes, made two fists, and cursed. “I can’t believe this!” he yelled. “You’re killing me, Ringo!” The men stood there silently for another half minute, then walked back across the street, into the house, and shut the door behind them. Then the porch light blinked off. 

      Mark sighed, relieved they were gone. He turned and looked quizzically at Ellie. “Ringo?” he said. “Who’s Ringo?”
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      Of the very few who personally knew Ringo, all but two were scared of him. And not a generic fear of spiders kind of scared. More like a shark swimming past your kneecaps scared.  

      Ringo sat on a long white couch with an arm resting across the back, a leg crossed over another, puffing on a cigar, thick gray smoke enveloping him like a steam shower. White cotton pants covered his thick legs, and a burgundy, short-sleeved button-down blotted with prints of cream-colored seashells covered his wide midsection. A white fedora sporting a black band sat on his head. He looked across his living room, out the floor-to-ceiling windows and onto his magnificent green lawn, gardens, and pool, which was surrounded by a flagstone path and Cuban palms. 

      Chewy stood stationary against a sidewall, his large hands crossed in front of his waist, statuesque and looking past his boss as he stared far ahead into the opulent kitchen beyond. A single white earbud hung from his right ear, ascending from an iPod resting in the outer pocket of his wool trench coat. He was listening to Burkis’s most recent rally, recorded at the Rex Theater in Pittsburgh and downloaded from the guru’s website just last night for the exclusive member price of $149.49. Chewy stood there listening, pondering, actualizing; his face calm and indifferent, almost droopy but not. Chewy never smiled. It wasn’t that he was unhappy. He was very happy. He just never smiled. 

      The doorbell rang across the front portion of the house. Footsteps traversed the tile and stopped at the door. It opened, and Andrés greeted Ringo’s guest with a nod. “Come in,” he said. “He’s expecting you.”

      “Gracias.” The visitor - Hector Lomas - wore black ostrich skin boots that created an echo as their heels struck the Spanish terracotta floor. His dress slacks were a couple inches too long at the ankle, gathering at his feet, and his pudgy stomach pushed at the lower buttons of his light blue dress shirt. His long black hair was pulled back into a ponytail that swayed on his back as he made his way into the living room. Ringo stood to greet him.

      “Ringo,” Hector said. “How are you, my friend?”

      Ringo pulled the cigar from his lips and tossed his hands away from his body in a showing of hospitality. “Hector. My faithful engineer. Good to see you.” He stepped in and gave the man a kiss on the cheek. “Come have a seat, please. I hope we’re making progress.”

      “Yes.” Hector settled into a white couch cushion. “Much progress.” He took a handkerchief from his pants pocket and dabbed at his forehead. He knew he had done well. It had been two months since Ringo commissioned the new items, and he would be pleased. But there was always the lingering question of just how pleased he would be. Hector was a technology gopher that, given enough time and resources, could make almost anything, do almost anything. He set a small suitcase on the hickory coffee table, unsnapped it, and brought out a laptop. He opened it, typed in a password, and performed a few clicks on the trackpad. He turned the laptop toward his boss.

      “Okay. Here are the pictures taken at the lab. I will explain them as I go.”

      The first picture showed the inside of a speedboat, fit with a metal contraption. A metal cylinder half the size of an oil drum. A lid opened on hinges showing a cavern within the container. 

      “This is where the product goes if necessary,” Hector began. “As you requested, the machine is small enough not to take up much room. It is also made from high-strength aluminum alloys to lighten it without sacrificing utility.”

      He glanced quickly at Ringo to gauge a reaction, got none, then continued. “In the event that the shipment is being pursued by authorities, three kilos can be inserted at a time.”

      “Three?” Ringo said.

      “Yes.” Hector couldn’t tell if he was impressed or disappointed, so he quickly said, “As you know, go-fast shipments carry one to one-and-a-half tons, so they have nine hundred packages to deal with, give or take. This can handle three kilos at a time and receive new ones almost every thirty seconds. With two of these on a boat the crew can be rid of it all very quickly, relatively speaking.” 

      Ringo asked, “How does it work?”

      “The machine - I’m calling it The Growler - it━”

      Ringo put a hand up. “Let’s...forgo a pet name and continue with the explanation.”

      Hector dabbed his forehead with the handkerchief again and nodded. “Of course.” He put his hand back on the keyboard and moved to the next image. This one showed a framed metal skeleton atop a hollow cylinder. “Here is what the inside looks like,” Hector said, “once the outer cover is removed.” He touched the screen where it showed a rectangular mouth. “The product is fed into here and sent into the cylinder where these tubes feed in the solution. It mixes, and then ten seconds later it is pumped out of the boat through a customized exit port in the hull. The mixture is a solution of dythanerum and ammonia that dissolves the cocaine and allows it to sink beneath the surface of the water leaving no traces at all. As you can see from this image, the system is built directly into the modified transom. So now if one of your boats is apprehended, there will be many questions as to why the boat is outfitted in such a way, and I am sure they will quickly come to the correct conclusion. However, there will be no trace of any illegal product. Now,”—he smiled broadly—“this is the best part. On a molecular level━”

      “I don’t need to know the science. Just the mechanics.”

      “Of course.” He switched pictures and zoomed in. “The dythanerum surrounds the material - the cocaine - and does two separate things over the course of several seconds. It fully encapsulates it and then begins to eat away at it. Once it’s blown into the ocean, it sinks.” He flicked his fingers away from his hand. “It’s gone. Just like that. No residue in the waters, no samples for the feds to recover.”   

      “If this is such an easy solution, why hasn’t it been done before by someone else?” Ringo asked. 

      “Because it’s not just the dythanerum. It’s a cocktail, more or less, that my chemist has spent months trying to perfect.” Hector beamed, pleased with himself. “He finally has. Once all the product has been pushed through, a mild bleach is pumped through the system and flushes out any trace of the drugs. It’s a closed system with each package being dissolved before you can push in another. This prevents the product from blowing out while the boat is moving at sixty or eighty knots. The worst that can happen upon engagement is the feds see the boat has been modified. But no traces of specific cargo.” He changed images again. “Here is a metal frame that can be erected within a minute and canvas sheets drawn over it. This will keep all eyes off what is transpiring at the back of the boat. And video footage made by a pursuing authority will not see what is being done.” 

      “You say it will take three kilos at a time. How long does it take to dispose of them and be ready for more?”

      “Right now we have it at thirty-four seconds per every three kilos,” Hector answered. “What I call a batch.”

      Ringo stared at the computer screen, took a long draw off his cigar, and blew out. “I don’t like it,” he said. 

      Hector thought his boss was joking, laughed too early, stopped when he realized he was serious, and swallowed hard. “Ringo, we have worked very long on this. What is it you do not like?”

      “Hector. You have done well. Exactly what I asked.”

      Hector’s shoulders relaxed.

      “I need it to happen faster. You said we can fit two of these contraptions on the boat. That mean six kilos spit out every thirty-four seconds. If there are nine hundred packages on board that translates into…” Ringo paused, stared toward the computer but looked through it, and five seconds later said, “Eighty-five minutes. Almost an hour-and-a-half.” 

      Hector lifted his brows and raised a finger. “Yes, but remember that when a boat is found and pursued - which is becoming more rare - it can take up to a couple hours for them to be caught or stopped.”

      Ringo smiled patiently. “My friend. Think with me. If my crew spends an hour discharging almost a thousand kilos of cocaine into the Gulf of Mexico, only to be caught with two hundred kilos, how does this help anyone? They still end up incarcerated.”

      Hector nodded. His boss was right. He would need to find a way to speed things up. He wanted to sigh but didn’t. This whole endeavor was a mystery to him. Here Ringo was spending hundreds of thousands of dollars on R&D for the sole purpose of disposing of millions of dollars’ worth of product. All to save the necks of a couple runners should they even get caught. He had never seen or heard of anything like this. No one cared for runners. They were the dust on the warehouse floor, the cockroaches that could be introduced to the sole of a boot and be replaced before the boot retreated. As if divining his thoughts, Ringo spoke up.

      “Hector, what if those running my boats know that if they get caught by the U.S. Coast Guard or Border Patrol - with no drugs - they will get extradited back to Mexico instead of tied up in the defunct American prison and legal system? Do you think they will want to run my boats over another?”

      “Yes. But they will then serve time in a Mexican prison.” Which is far worse, he wanted to say. 

      “César gets them out,” Ringo corrected. “Either by greasing palms or breaking through concrete. You see, my men are like family. You know this. I’m willing to risk millions of dollars being lost to the waters of the Gulf in just one run for the sake of loyalty. In this business you don’t earn loyalty as much as you invest in it.”

      Hector nodded. Ringo was right. To the last, everyone who worked for Ringo respected him. They knew he would take care of them. It was only when someone broke one of his few rules that things went very bad. And his rules were clear and easy to follow. And yet there was an underlying violence within him. A pool of darkness that you couldn’t even see in his eyes but could feel radiating from him like an icy breeze that chilled every vertebra down your spinal column. There was an evil unrest embodied behind his physical exterior, and it teetered on the edge between loving others and ripping out their Adam’s apple if they stepped outside the lines. 

      Ringo continued, “You have not been on the Mexican side of things for a long time. If you were running boats across the Gulf and you knew that you would be taken care of no matter what...who would you want to work for?” He didn’t wait for an answer. “I have their trust, I have their heart, and I can assume a certain level of loyalty that most people in my position leave to chance. So find a way to cut forty-five minutes off without adding a third machine, and we’ll be good.”

      “Yes, Ringo. We will get it right.” A faint buzz pulsed in Hector’s bag. He reached in and took out his phone. He looked at the number glaring off the screen. “It’s César.”

      Ringo nodded his approval. Hector answered it, spoke in Spanish for the next two minutes. He hung up. “He would like to meet with you in person, Ringo.”

      El Toto was Mexico's most successful and notorious drug lord, at the helm of the country’s most ruthless and arguably, most successful cartel, Ángeles Negros. César Solorzano was one of only four associates in his inner circle and headed up the cartel’s U.S. maritime operations. Ringo took a long draw off his shortening cigar, blew out, and shook his head. “That man has too many meetings. I guess you have lots of meetings to look busy when you don’t know what you’re doing.”

      Hector’s brows rose in surprise and did not go unnoticed. Hector worked for Ringo because César suggested that Hector do so. Hector didn’t have much of a say so in the matter. In the decade he had known César, Hector had never heard someone speak of him in the way Ringo just had. At least, not above a whisper. 

      Ringo continued. “César is full of fear. And when you’re full of fear, you make decisions based on the premise of maintaining control. But that is no way to live. How can you gain more control when you are only trying to keep from losing that which you have?” Hector struggled with his question, coughed. Ringo set a reassuring hand on Hector’s knee. “You tell César that I will meet with him.”

      “Yes, Ringo.” 

      Ringo stood up. Hector shut the laptop, zipped up the bag, and came to his feet. “Hector, you’re a good man.” Ringo looked at Chewy who was still standing against the wall, motionless. He jutted his thumb toward Hector. “This guy. He puts the ‘can’ in Mex-i-can.” 

      Hector smiled. Ringo smiled. Chewy did not. Because Chewy never smiled.
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      Ellie flipped open the top of the Keurig. She grabbed the edge of the used coffee pod and tossed it in the trash. “You sure you don’t want one?” she asked Mark.

      He kept his eyes on his laptop screen. “I’m good.”

      She peeled the foil lid back on two Mini Moos and poured the contents into her cup before walking back to the conference table and sitting down. “Okay, listen to this,” Mark said. “Hawkwing’s regional office is based out of Tampa and oversees all private security for clients in Florida, Georgia, Alabama, and South Carolina. Their regional vice president has been in his position for two years now. Paul Greenberg. Looks like he moved over from Johnson & Johnson and had been on the Board of Directors over at Brinks. Twenty years ago...get this...” He raised a finger. “Twenty years ago he spent thirty months as an economic liaison in República de Colombia.”

      “No kidding,” Ellie said. 

      “Yeah.” Continuing his summary, he said, “Greenberg worked with their Ministry of the Public Service on creating more efficient logistics to get vaccinations into the countryside. Once he left there, he ended up at Yale for a stint as an adjunct professor in applied economics.” He slid a small stack of paperwork in her direction. “This is everything Sandra pulled on their Tampa office, leadership, and their area managers like Arnold Niebuhr.”

      The name struck Ellie’s curiosity. “What’s his story?” she asked.

      Mark leaned back in and shuffled a few pages around. “Let’s see...came stateside from Norway three years ago. Looks like he worked for the Norwegian Army for seven years, spending all his time with the Bardufoss Battalion. Apparently, that group is equivalent to our Signal Corps.”

      “What’s he doing over here?”

      “Not a clue. Haven’t dug that far. Don’t know that we have that much on him.”

      “And how long has he been at Hawkwing?”

      “Three years, which matches what he told us. I don’t see anything domestic before that.” 

      Ellie sipped her coffee and said, “So this Greenberg guy. He spent some time in Colombia. That’s something but could be nothing. Greenberg's a VP. These billion-dollar security companies have stockholders and politicians to answer to and to make happy. Hard to believe they would have a shady VP caught up in drugs or letting it happen under his watch. Guys in his position typically go south, when they do, in other directions. Like I said before, these people are vetted and audited up to their hairlines. But either way, if that Smith guy is part of what’s happening over at the old boat on that tiny key at the Mondongos, then someone higher up has to be in on this. A guy this low wouldn’t just slip through the cracks by accident.” 

      The glass door to the conference room opened, and a dark-skinned lady wearing a gray skirt suit and her hair clipped up neatly behind her head walked over to Ellie and handed her a folder. “This is what I’ve found on your Mr. Smith,” she said. “His real name is Eric Cardoza.”

      “Thanks, Sandra,” Ellie and Mark said in unison.

      “Sure.” Sandra turned to leave. “I’ll keep looking and see what else I can pull.” 

      Ellie thumbed through the folder’s contents. “Eric Cardoza...just who are you?” She scanned the contents, quickly and skillfully noting what was pertinent to the immediate. “He grew up in Iowa, got his bachelor’s degree at Michigan State, and entered the Air Force. After finishing basic at Lackland in San Antonio, his first station was at Buckley in Colorado and then he was shipped off to Germany with the 86th Airlift Wing. He was honorably discharged and moved out here.”

      “Discharged? Why?”

      “Doesn’t say. His record is clean though.” 

      “I wonder why he chose Florida,” she wondered out loud. “Any family associations here?” She kept scanning.

      Mark flipped through a few more papers. “None that I can see. Father is deceased. Mother lives in Colorado. No siblings or cousins according to this.” 

      She looked up. Her mind was whirling, seeking associations and connections. “We need to be aggressive on how we handle this. Let’s see where this Hawkwing angle goes. Maybe it will lead us to whoever this Ringo guy is.” 

      “How do you want to play this?” Mark asked. 

      “I’ll go up there and talk with Greenberg.”

      “What? You mean, ‘Hello, Mr. Greenberg. I’m with the DEA and would like to know if you or anyone in your company is currently co-opting your clients’ properties for the movement of illegal drugs’?”

      Ellie looked at him flatly. “Yes, Mark. That’s exactly why Garrett brought me in. To do smart things like that.”

      He laughed. “Well, shoot. I could have figured that out on my own.”

      Ellie stood up and walked to the window. She looked out. “I am rich, Mark. Did I ever tell you that?” Her voice curved into a southern drawl. “I...am from a little ol’ town in...North Gaw-jah, and I inherited a large sum of wealth from my aristocratic father. Bless the old man’s heart.”

      “What...” Mark stopped and smiled as it registered. “Yes. You did, didn't you? I had forgotten about that.”

      “I’ll work on my name,” Ellie said, bringing her voice back to normal. “But I’ll need to look the part when I go up there.”

      “I’ll get all that set up. You can work with Sandra on it. She’s worked with plenty of agents on undercover operations.” He picked up a pen and jotted a note. “When?”

      “Next week. I’ll come in as a potential client in need of what they offer. Create a narrative for me and get the minimal loaded onto the internet and backdated where you can. Whoever I come to them as, they’ll do their research on me.” 

      Mark’s eyes sparkled. He nodded. He grinned. “Now we’re talking.”

      Ellie stood up. “You coming?”

      “Where?”

      “Garrett’s office. We need to update him on what we’ve found.”
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      Ellie parked the El Camino under the shade of the awning. She turned it off and stepped outside before she changed her mind and tore away from the building. It was time, she knew, but that didn’t mean she had to want to. She reluctantly walked to the large, heavy wooden door, pulled it open, and walked inside. The smell of too much potpourri hit her nostrils, so strong she knew it would embed itself into the fibers of her clothing and stick to her skin the rest of the day. She made her way to the open receptionist’s window on her left and tapped the tip of the silver bell. 

      Ten seconds later, a tiny lady came into view, looking three hundred years old and as many millimeters tall. She wore a long burgundy dress complete with shoulder pads and a white lace pattern around her neck. Her small feet shuffled toward the receptionist’s window. 

      “Hello. May I help you?” Her voice was as frail as her bones. 

      “Yes, ma’am. I’m looking for a name.”

      “Of course.” The lady slowly - like she was racing molasses and losing - nestled into a large black chair that rose up behind her. She placed her glasses on the bridge of her nose, raised her chin, and squinted into the computer screen. “What would the name be?”

      Ellie bit down on the inside of her cheek. “Frank O'Conner.”

      “All right, let’s see...” The mouse clicked, and she squinted through her glasses. “Ah, yes. It’s going to be…” She looked up at Ellie. “Would you like me to write it down for you?”

      “No, ma’am. Thank you.”

      “Okay.” She turned her eyes back to the screen. “It’s going to be section thirty-six, row nine.”

      “Thirty-six. Nine,” Ellie repeated.

      “That’s the one.”

      “Thank you for your help.”

      “Of course, young lady.”

      Three minutes later, Ellie was sitting at the back end of the cemetery, underneath the extended branches of a mighty white oak. On the right, standing in the grass, a short concrete column displayed row number nine. Her heart ached behind her ribs, making it hard to move, hard to breathe, and her legs felt stitched to the seat, and she just wanted to turn the car around and leave. 

      She took in a deep breath and exited the El Camino. Walking around the car she stepped onto the hallowed grass. The row was formed entirely of raised headstones:

      Lester Johnson, 1934-2013; “I Know That My Redeemer Lives.” 

      Renée Woodruff, 1950-2018; “The Best Wife A Man Could Have.”

      Bobby Lyons, 2011-2017; “God Bless our Little Slugger.” A baseball glove and bat etched into the stone, a small and sun-faded leather glove lying at the base. 

      Justin Hetfield, May 5th, 2012-May 8th, 2015. 

      Ellie’s heart sank even further, and she pulled her eyes away, scanning only the surnames: Dungey, Richards, Chesterton, Wrigley, Koch...

      O’Conner.

      Her feet and breathing stopped simultaneously. She stared, blinked. Frank O’Conner, October 3rd, 1956-September 9th, 2016; “On Earth You Toiled. In Heaven You Rest.” The gravestone, light gray marble with black engraving, sat on a polished marble base. Live sunflowers, only slightly wilted, sat in a bronzed metal vase on the edge of the base. She frowned, unsure who placed them there.

      Her mother was absent from this sacred place. She’d requested that her ashes be scattered across North Carolina’s Blue Ridge Mountains where she and her husband had honeymooned. Ellie bent down, set her knees into the grass, and stared blankly at the name. She set her hand over the letters and slid her fingertips across each one. A tear glistened on a lower eyelid. 

      “I miss you,” she whispered. “I miss you so much.” Words were trivial, impotent to reveal the deep ache that losing a parent brought. Half of her was mad at God for taking him so early; the other half was thankful for such a decent man to miss. “I’m back home now. You should be here. It’s not really home without you, you know.” 

      An emotional tornado hurled memories at her: Frank O’Conner tickling her before bedtime; fishing in the Sound; holding her after she broke her arm in a soccer game; teaching her to drive the El Camino down Highway 78, white-knuckled and pale as she nearly hit an ice cream truck. She longed to set her face on his chest and wrap her arms around him just one last time. A good father was like an old college sweatshirt: something you would come back to on the hard days. Death was malicious to disavow a proper goodbye. 

      “Katie still won’t talk to me. I’m so sorry I didn’t make the funeral. I think, in some way, it’s taken me so long to come here because it reminds me all the more that I missed that day, that I couldn’t be here. I should have been.”

      A fleck of red caught her attention a couple rows down, and she lifted her swollen eyes. A tall man with white hair and hunched at the shoulders slowly made his way to a headstone and laid his hand on top of it. His body sagged, and Ellie could only imagine that he was visiting his wife. 

      She stood on her knees, slid her fingers into her shorts pocket, fished out the picture, and looked at the image for the thousandth time. “I made a copy of this for you. It was a good day, remember?” With a trembling hand she set it on the cool marble, not yet warmed by the sun. 

      It was her favorite picture of him. He was younger. He was sitting in the El Camino. One hand was on the steering wheel, one arm hanging lazily off the outside of the door. He was looking into the camera - not smiling - just cool and calm like all was right with his world. He exuded a cool confidence typical of James Dean. Ellie must have been about ten years old. They had made sandcastles on Sanibel all afternoon. His face held the anxiety brought about by the sudden loss of her mother, but it remained fresh and vibrant. To this day she didn’t know who snapped the picture. It didn’t matter. 

      She shook her head angrily. Who drives a gas tanker with a portable DVD player on the dash? At eleven o’clock at night? Apparently some man named Ottie Huntington. She should have been home. It would have changed things. A thousand questions intent on increasing her guilt pulsed through Ellie’s mind. She pushed them back, remembering healing words Major had spoken to her a few months ago. “Guilt is a hot sun that robs us of the fresh breezes given today.”

      “I love you, Dad,” she whispered. She pressed her hands into the grass and stood back up. She wiped her face with the backs of her hands. And then Ellie O’Conner walked back to the car and a life without her father in it.
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      Cuba was an anomaly to him. Rich in culture but forever marred by the restrictive policies and human rights abuses of Castro’s regime. Ringo had arrived in Havana by boat early in the morning before being escorted another forty miles east to a private cove at Cárdenas. Years ago, when his shadowy career was just beginning, this large island nation had been the perfect launching pad for moving product into South Florida. And it still was for much of his competition. But the last couple years the choice to bring boats directly in from Mexico had proved most satisfactory. Ever since Hector had built him a few boats out of a radio-reflective fiberglass and had fitted custom covers over the engines, it had become much easier to avoid radar and thus capture. Cuba was still a favorite meeting place for César Solorzano, and, unlike Ringo, César preferred meeting face-to-face to discuss business. Coming to Cuba from Mexico posed a lesser risk for César than it did for Ringo. It was Ringo’s belief that the less he went out of the waters of Florida the better his operation stayed in the dark. On a personal level Ringo simply did not like the man. In Ringo’s estimation César had gotten as far as he had by sheer luck, not by ability. César had been childhood friends with El Toto. As four- and five-year-olds, they had played with sticks and mud and rocks in the small town of El Jícaro, located in the Mexican state of Veracruz. From ages six to twelve, they worked odd jobs together around town—feeding goats, digging trenches, trimming trees, patching roofs—in order to provide for their younger siblings and single mothers. When they were twelve, they were walking along a dusty road to make it back home for dinner when they were kidnapped by a crew who worked for a local drug lord known as “El Martillo.” The Hammer was the most feared man within two hundred miles, and in six months he had poisoned the boys’ minds against all that was good. Within a year they were hardened criminals, carrying out local executions for the feudal lord. César may have grown up with the most-wanted drug criminal in the world, but he had failed to inherit his sense of leadership. Somehow, César had been appointed as the cartel’s director of eastern maritime operations nine years ago, and Ringo had been stuck working with him. César, or rather Ángeles Negros, had, hands down, the cheapest and purest product to be had. They were the largest purchaser of what the Colombians grew and thus commanded the price. 

      Both men stood on the aft deck of César’s Viking 92 Convertible sport fishing yacht, both of them staring into the clear turquoise water of the ocean beyond, each holding a glass filled with ice and amber liquid. Tall ladies in bikinis holding mixed drinks mingled with them in conversation and laughter. A few of them, already buzzed at one in the afternoon, swayed loosely to the Mexican ska that shot out of the boat’s speakers. 

      César stepped up to his American associate. He tossed out an open hand and swung it around him. “So, what do you think?” he asked. César enjoyed flaunting his wealth and the ten-million-dollar, ninety-two-foot yacht was his most recent toy. The luxury craft boasted an opulent interior design and was top in its small class of brands that poured everything into attaining seagoing excellence. 

      “It’s a nice boat, César,” Ringo said. “Very nice.”

      “Thank you, Ringo. It is important that we take time to enjoy what we work so hard for.”

      Ringo took a long puff off his Opus X cigar and let the smoke swirl around his mouth before releasing it. “Please tell me you did not bring me to Cuba simply for a private party.”

      César’s smile slowly faded. “Come,” he said. “Let’s talk.”

      Ringo followed him inside the opulent salon and closed the door behind him. The salon was spacious and boasted a seating area with built-in couches, coffee tables, and chairs; a full dining area that seated eight guests; and a unique L-shaped galley, featuring five bar stools in front of a custom granite countertop. Wide windows were strung around the perimeter to give passengers a sense of the ocean’s nearness. César sat into a couch on the sidewall, and Ringo chose a chair opposite him. 

      César was a man of average height. His legs were short but his torso long, so when he sat down it looked like he was taller than he was. His face was chiseled hard, his skin a rustic orange that hinted at his Mayan roots. Grey hairs peppered into his temples, and thick bushy eyebrows sat over his eyes, giving him a grave appearance that did not communicate with his personality. He, like his guest, wore tan shorts, leather sandals, and a button-down nylon shirt. Ringo wore a white fedora.  

      “You are not having a good time,” César noted.

      Ringo smiled, playing the part. “I am. This is a wonderful ship you have here. You’re right; it is important to enjoy life. But you know how I feel about not being stateside. Meeting you here comes at a greater risk to me than it does to you. We have an understanding that we will not meet in person more than once a year. We did this back in March if you remember.” 

      “Relax, Ringo. You are too uptight. It might help matters if you would ever choose to speak over the phone.”

      “I didn’t come this far in the business by making myself accessible to surveillance. No one even knows I exist. That’s the key to my success and my efficiency. The more often we have to meet means greater chances that my anonymity will evaporate. If the feds start looking for me, then you know this will mean that I end up moving less of your product, not more.” 

      César shook a finger at him. “They know your shadow. Eventually, they will find its substance.”

      Ringo offered no reply. César was a fool. Who went into business like this with the expectation of being caught one day? Only those who ended up getting caught. 

      “You have done very well,” César continued. “El Toto is pleased with your routes through Florida and up into the rest of your country. Your volume has been most impressive. I am pleased too.”

      Again, Ringo said nothing. He didn’t care what César thought.

      “I have asked you here for a specific reason. I want to ask you to begin to diversify your offerings. To put new products on your shelves as it were.”

      “An old conversation for a new day. Is that it?” Ringo asked. “You already know my stance on that.”

      “Of course, but I need you. Cocaine...is like a good beach to which people keep returning over the years. It is a reliable resort that we know will always have vacationers. We don’t even have to advertise it. It is purely a pleasure vacation. But heroin...heroin is like the prison that tourists get thrown into and never get out of. It’s not recreational. It’s a taskmaster that rules over them. A taskmaster that sometimes allows his prisoners to feel like he loves them. This means demand is always rising. The world we inhabit is hard; more and more people are seeking relief from their meager existence. Ringo, you know that I control Ángeles Negros’ maritime routes into Miami, New Orleans, New York, Rotterdam, and Genoa.” César extended a hand, palm up. “But you. You are my most reliant, my most trusted. And your volume exceeds what most of our associates get through Miami and at almost no risk of loss.” 

      Ringo leaned back and crossed his arms. “Why do you think I’m your most reliable distributor?” He continued before César could answer. “It’s because, as I said earlier, no one knows I exist. I have moved your dust for over a decade, bringing in only yours. I don’t play both sides. I don’t buy from your competitors.” He nodded at him. “You’re my guy. I work with no other cartels or suppliers.” 

      “And I thank you deeply for this.”

      “I know nothing about heroin. Can I bring it in? Sure. But I have no terminus for distribution. I have no one to trust on the backend. You know as well as I do that it’s a different market than cocaine. Different people moving it. We’re not talking street dealers who open up their proverbial trench coats and offer any product that could be desired. I don’t have a network in place I can trust. To do so would take a few years. I would rather stick to what has worked and what will continue to work for the both of us. You want to talk about moving more dust, I’m all ears. I’m all ears.”

      César leaned in and placed his elbows on his knees. He clasped his hands. “I will be honest with you.” His relaxed confidence had diminished. His eyes were darker now, like they were pooling liquid anxiety. “El Toto has commissioned me to move more heroin into the southern U.S. He is getting impatient with the pace at which this is occurring. My European routes are strong…”

       That’s because they are not dependent on your acumen, Ringo thought.

      “...and between Miami, New Orleans, and you in Southwest Florida, cocaine distribution is as good as it has ever been. I have much pressure on me to push more than just what the coca leaf gives us. We go a long way back, you and I. I was hoping I could count on you.”

      You’re one of the most powerful men in the world and yet you sit here whining to me about the consequences of your inability.

      “I was hoping you could do me a favor as it were. I am in a hard spot,” César finished. 

       It’s because you are weak. You’ve been lucky to get where you are because of El Toto’s nepotism toward you. A Guerrero pack mule could run this side of the business better than you. You flaunt your women and your boat and your influence as if it were your genius that secured it. It’s your ineptitude that will lose it. Maybe you’ll lose it to me.

      “I can’t, César. I won’t. I don’t see why I should be the one to solve your problems. I have enough problems of my own.”

      César’s face tightened. “My problems trickle down to you. You are the fingers on my hand - the most faithful man I have in your country. That, as you know, is saying much. Very much,” he emphasized. “Finding people to get this product off my hands will not be a problem. Finding the right people is. If I don’t solidify the proper channels soon, I will be in hot water.”

      “It sounds like you already are.”

      The tension in the salon began to thicken. 

      Ringo said, “I didn’t get where I am by playing around or catering to the whims and incompetencies of others.”

      “You are suggesting that I am incompetent?”  

      He knew César couldn’t do anything to him. He was too valuable to him. “César, it is not my intent to offend you. We have been doing business together for a decade now, so you must know that I do things on my side of water my way. I consider it a compliment that you want me to help you build another side of your business.” But you disrespect me by asking me yet again to do something I have a clear position on. “Let me ask you this. When your runners get assigned the routes across the Gulf, which ones do they want? Mine, or Cuba, or the Dom Republic, or Haiti? Honestly now. What routes do they prefer?”

      “Yours, of course.”

      “Why do you think that is? It’s the longest route. It’s the most vulnerable to radar.”

      César shrugged.

      He doesn’t even know. The Guerrero pack mule doesn’t even know.

      “Because they know I have my ear to the ground and know when the routes will be the safest. It’s because they know I have their back. I will never commission or sanction a run when there is a high chance of being intercepted, regardless of how urgent a shipment is. If they need safe housing when they’re stateside, I provide it for them. Not a roach motel. A nice spread with a stocked kitchen, pool, game room, and women. Who treats bottom-of-the-barrel runners like that? No one. That’s who. And I have spent much of my own money testing technology that will further insulate them from detection or being intercepted with product on board. That benefits them as well as myself. That is why Andrés wanted to leave Mexico and come work for me. He knows I’ll treat him right. You might try that yourself.”

      César nodded but seemed either uninterested or unimpressed. “You are direct,” he finally answered. “You might be cautious with such an approach.” 

      Ringo ignored him. “Direct is the only way to get things done. You surround yourself with yes men. They are scared of you. They tell you what you like to hear.”

      César narrowed his eyes, slowly lifted a brow. He wasn’t used to being talked to like this.

      “Your leadership is based off fear,” Ringo continued, “and that doesn’t win their affections. It doesn't make them loyal.” Silence ensued while Ringo lifted the cigar to his lips, took a long puff, held the smoke in his mouth, and let it slowly curl out like charmed snake. “Do you read the Bible, César?”

      “What do you think?”

      “Well, I am not a presumptuous man. There is a book called the Proverbs. It is a... collection of sayings. Sayings that some would suggest are wise. In these proverbs, a man writes to his firstborn and says, ‘My son, give me your heart.’ He asked his son to trust him, to love him. This is leadership. So, I only ask those under my care to give me their trust and their confidence. I see no reason to lead from fear.”

      “Strange coming from a man who has relieved many people of their lives.”

      “I only take the lives of those who are not my sons. Those not loyal to me, those who have intent to harm my family name.”

      “You mean those who would seek to expose you, your business.”

      Ringo dipped his chin, grinned sinister, maybe evil. “Like I said, my family.”

      “Like that young boy? What was he, eleven?”

      Ringo’s eyes narrowed.

      “I heard about it. I also keep my ear to the ground.”

      “Twelve. He was twelve. And no, not like him. That was different. That boy was…”

      “A problem?” César finished.

      “Of course. But I wouldn’t have handled it that way. The man who killed him did so under his own authority, not mine. I will bring him to repentance and after that the judgment. In Mexico, children are murdered in your drug war every day in every province. But in my stretch of water, murdering a child is like a pimple on the chin of a Kardashian. Everyone notices. That was a mistake that will be rectified. It was not me leading by fear.” 

      César stood and looked out the salon window to the water beyond. “We have a philosophical difference between us, Ringo. You and I do things differently. Much of this is defined by our cultures. In Mexico, the drug war is a part of our lives. Innocents die because they must. It keeps us ahead of our impotent government and keeps the people in line. Our modus operandi is fear. It is how we keep control and how we recruit.”

      “I disagree.”

      “Of course.”

      “Let me tell you a story about something that happened to me as a child,” Ringo said. “When I was eight, almost nine, we lived in the hills north of San Francisco. A little town of Willits to be precise, not ten miles from where Seabiscuit used to train.”

      “Seabiscuit?”

      “Nevermind. Anyway, my mother had five children to raise. As I said, I was eight, almost nine - the oldest by a year - my mother had a boyfriend who lived with us. Fenwick Parsons. It would be too gracious to say that he was purer than the bottom of a toilet brush or nicer than a badger. He would beat my mother, my siblings, and myself. My father, you see, split years earlier. He ended up dying in a motorcycle accident running from the cops in Nebraska after holding up a five-and-dime for twenty-three dollars. They said he hit the side of a police cruiser going sixty-eight, and they found him in a fallow corn field fifty yards over. In time, Fenwick Parsons was happy to take his place. Ol’ Fenwick was the most mild-mannered man you’d ever meet. I never did hear him raise his voice or lose his temper. But he controlled us through fear. Sometimes - with a serene smile on his lips - he would grab one of my sisters by the hair and wail on her in the other room. Same with my two brothers. He did it to me twice. When he was done he’d lean down and pat me on the head and softly tell me it was going to be all right. Then he’d walk away. I figured I couldn’t kill him. I wanted to, but I knew my mother needed me around. So I decided - I don’t know where I got the idea - to be nice. I asked Fenwick what his family was like, what he liked to do when he was a kid, and did he want to throw the baseball with me? I kept it up, and I would imagine that he started to see us as friends. He kept beating on my mother and siblings but never touched me again. Turns out I didn’t have to kill him. My mother did that a year later and made it look like he fell down the well at the bottom of the property.” Ringo sighed impatiently. “César, Fenwick Parsons taught me something my mother didn’t. He taught me that weak people can be bought with your love, with your respect.”

      “It is a good lesson to learn, my friend. Respect is a value worth possessing. Come, let us go back outside.” 

      Ringo doused the nub of his cigar into the marble ashtray sitting on the coffee table and followed his host out the door to the deck lounge. He shut the door behind him, walked over to the rail, and leaned against it. Two women came near and flanked him. One offered him what was left of her piña colada. He took it and drank it down. He hated this. The flaunting of power, the prestige, the cheap women. 

      César had one of these women on each arm. He gave the blonde on his right a long, deep kiss, then pulled back and looked out over the blue waters. “You ever going to retire, Ringo?

      “Are you?”

      “I might. But I asked you first.”

      “Why would I? I’m just getting started.”

      “You’ve been at this for a while now. One would think you would take that thick pile of money I’m sure you are sitting on and see the world.”

      “Nah, I’ve seen enough of the world. I watch the Discovery Channel. Or what’s left of it after all their reality shows. I have a long way to go in this business.” 

      “So you have ambition? Dangerous, my friend.”

      “Not ambition,” he corrected. “Ambition wants to be the king, thus must kill the king. I am not the king. I only want to be a prince. I want to help the king - the Caesar - get richer,” he lied.

      César eyed him - almost suspiciously - and smiled. “Then you are wise.” 

      “And you? You’re not a young chump anymore either.”

      César ignored the question. “I can get you as much cocaine as you like. You just tell me when. One day I will get you to help me with the other product,” he said confidently.  

      One day, you will be out of the picture.  

      César smiled, showing his perfect teeth paid for with no less than a kilo of snow. He clapped a hand on Ringo’s shoulder. “Come. Let’s get these beautiful ladies and this beautiful boat into the open water.”
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      Ellie slid the rag down the barrel and set the weapon down on the stainless steel table top. “There,” she said with a note of satisfaction. Her gun lay before her, perfectly cleaned, oiled, and reassembled. For the last half hour, she and Tyler had been sitting at the back of the gunsmithing shop in Reticle’s main building, cleaning their rifles while listening to a Spotify mix of Jack Johnson, Jimmy Buffett, and Bob Dylan. Ellie had run thirty rounds through her .338 Lapua, and Tyler had fired as many through his Barrett MRAD, chambered in a .300 Win Mag. She generally would stop to clean her gun at twenty rounds, but her groupings had been tight all morning, and so she kept on. 

      “Speedy Gonzales over there,” Tyler said. 

      “I’m not fast,” she said. “You’re just slow.”

      “I’m not slow; I’m detail oriented. My mama always told me that was a good thing.”

      “I think your mama just didn’t want to tell you that you were slow.”

      Tyler loosened the retention screw on the barrel and broke the action open. “I think I’ll swap out the barrel for an eighteen inch,” he said. “I’ve had the twenty-four on for a few weeks. I need a new kind of a challenge.”

      “Are you bringing your targets in?” Ellie asked. “You’re going to lose velocity if you shorten the barrel.”

      “Haven’t decided yet.”

      The telecom speaker in the corner came to life, and one of Tyler’s employees called him to the front counter. He rubbed his hands on a cloth. “Be right back. I’m important around here and need to go do important stuff.” 

      “I’ll be here.” Ellie grabbed her rifle case and set it on the cleaning table. She opened it and placed her gun into the molded foam. She closed the lid and snapped it shut. 

      As she waited for Tyler to return, she thought of the progress they had made with the investigation these last few weeks. How they had started with only a couple names taken from dusty files and finally had a lead that looked as if it could guide them to those bending the rules. She and Mark had a meeting scheduled with Garrett two days from now to review the case in detail and get quick approval for how they wished to proceed. Ellie had pushed to make the meeting happen tomorrow, but Garrett had left last night for a meeting at DEA headquarters in Springfield, Virginia, and wouldn’t return until the morning after next. Ellie was finally on the cusp of something big, and it rattled her nerves to have to wait, even for a couple extra days. In the meantime, she and Mark had plenty of work to do. She had already conceived the perfect name for her undercover persona. 

      Ellie noticed Tyler’s range bag sitting at the other end of the table, the zipper open. She walked over to it and peeked in. Inside, a handgun grip poked out from behind a cloth. She was curious, so she dug around and pulled out the weapon. The overall weight and its distribution told her what it was before it even came out. A Desert Eagle 50 AE, painted in two-tone military green. She turned it over, admiring the size, enjoying the feeling of it in her hand. As handguns went, her personal favorite had always been the Beretta M9—the feel of the weapon in her hand, its reliability and accuracy. She preferred it over the SIG she was issued in Afghanistan and the many others she had used over the years. Even now, with a host of more modern handguns available, Ellie had selected an M9 as the gun to keep on the nightstand in her bedroom. The Desert Eagle had been Voltaire’s favorite; he had even saved her life with it once on a backstreet in Libya. Its three-hundred-grain bullet discharged from the triangular barrel at 1,500 feet-per-second. The weapon chambered the largest centerfire cartridge of any magazine-fed, self-loading pistol. Voltaire had referred to it as a skull splitter—a hand cannon. He didn’t always take it on missions. The gun wasn’t the most practical, especially in situations when anonymity was in order. But when it made sense, Voltaire would bring it along. 

      Voltaire. It had been a long time since Ellie had allowed herself to think of him. She hadn’t seen him in nearly four years now, six months before the team had disbanded. He had been sent to Croatia on a long-term, deep-cover mission that she was not a part of and was never briefed on. 

      Voltaire was their team’s leader, and the only person on their team whose real name Ellie had known at the time. Brian Carter. He had told her one night in Belarus as they sat by the fire and as they both stepped over an invisible line that was strictly forbidden. The entire team knew each other on a code name basis only, all of them named after classical authors. Ellie was Pascal; the other female on the team, Faraday; there was Cicero, Dante, Virgil, Darwin. Their team’s director, Mortimer, was named after the famed philosopher who edited the Great Books of the Western World. It was Mortimer, Ellie believed, who had facilitated the hits that may or may not have even been sanctioned by Ellie’s government. He wouldn’t have been at the helm, only a faithful hand that moved the pieces of his team to accomplish the ends of those to whom he reported. 

      Mortimer had sent Brian and Ellie to Belarus for three months to gather intel and conduct surveillance on Anatoly Semenov, a Russian oligarch who was wintering there and conducting a black market side business with his native country’s oil reserves. The CIA had put their best two operatives up in a small cabin in the woods three clicks from Semenov’s compound. To get to town or to get to the perimeter of Semenov’s compound to check their cameras, wireless routers, or sound recorders meant strapping on snow shoes and treading several miles through the thick snow. The isolation meant that two people in close, snowed-in quarters soon discovered they loved each other. They had been working together for four years already and trusted each other with their lives. They worked flawlessly together, each anticipating the other’s moves and decisions at times when it wasn’t safe to verbalize them. So that winter, in a small hunting cabin in the mountains of Belarus, Ellie O’Conner and Brian Carter fell in love. They kept it from the Agency and, when they returned back to Brussels, continued a romance over the next year that would eventually create more stress than pleasure. They both knew they would be kicked off the team and severely reprimanded if they were caught, and, while they were the world’s foremost experts on sneaking around, they both felt the increasing costs associated with the risks they were taking.  

      So the night he left their headquarters in Brussels for Croatia, Voltaire had taken her onto a balcony and told her they needed to end the relationship. He was right, she knew, and she had probably been a couple months from ending it herself. He just beat her to it. He left the next morning, and she tried to suppress an aching heart. She had loved him. Truly loved him. In another life they could have made it well together. But many years before, they had both made a commitment to the Agency. A commitment that meant the suppression of their own wishes and desires. When Ellie pulled the shot that night in Saint Petersburg, she went back to Brussels, and the team was immediately disbanded. Voltaire had not yet come back from Croatia when she went stateside. They never did get a proper goodbye.

      As she sat in the back room of a gun range in Southwest Florida, Ellie wondered where he was now, what he was doing. She wondered if he had tried, like her, to find his way in the civilian world, or if he had stayed in the game and been repurposed by the Agency. There was no way to know.

      Tyler walked back in, adjusting his hat over his eyes. “Turns out someone couldn’t find the broom.”

      Ellie let the past roll off her and came back to the present. “Important stuff, huh?” 

      “Hey, brooms are a big deal. To some people.” He stepped up to his Barrett, and his eyes caught what was in Ellie’s hand. “Were you digging around in my range bag? There’s manly stuff in there that could hurt you if you’re not careful.”

      She looked down the barrel and through the sites. “It’s a heck of a gun,” she said. “I want to shoot this next time we’re out. I didn’t even know you had one.”

      “Got it last week. It’s ridiculous, Ellie. The recoil is everything you would expect.”

      “I’ve shot one before.”

      “Did you like it?”

      “It’s a little much for a handgun.” She eyed Tyler and grinned playfully. “One might think that a man who owns one of these is compensating for something.” 

      An eyebrow went up. “Hey, now…”

      Ellie’s phone was sitting on the table, and it buzzed at her like an impatient toddler. “Hold on a sec.” She picked up the phone, looked at the number, and immediately recognized the Virginia area code. 

      She slid her thumb across the glass and raised the phone to her ear. “Hello?”

      “Ellie. Hi.”

      She could pluck Ryan Wilcox's voice out of a million. Her former boss’s voice was soft and had the hint of a Michigan accent. She had never expected to hear it again. Her synapses fired off while she raced through a Rolodex of reasons why he might be calling. Her tone was kind but guarded. “Ryan. Hi. Something wrong?”

      “No...no,” he said. “Sorry to call you like this. Nothing’s wrong, but I did want to see if we could meet for a quick chat. I can come to you.”

      Tyler caught the reservation in Ellie’s voice. “Everything okay?” he mouthed.

      She put a finger up and nodded. “Sure. That would be all right.”

      “You’re down in Pine Island?”

      “Yes.”

      “There’s a restaurant in Bokeelia, Suzie's Crabshack. I assume you know the place?” 

      “Of course.”

      “Can you meet me there tomorrow night at nine?”

      She wanted to ask him for his topic of discussion, but she knew he wouldn’t say anything over the phone - whatever it was. She would have to wait. “Yes. That’s fine.”

      “Thanks, Ellie,” Ryan said, then dropped the call. 

      Ellie slipped her phone into the pocket of the black cargo pants she always wore to the range. 

      “Who was that?” Tyler asked. 

      She chewed her bottom lip. “My old boss.”

      “What’d he want?”

      “Didn’t say. I have no idea. He wants to meet in Bokeelia tomorrow night.”

      “So your boss who still works for the CIA wants to have an impromptu meeting with you down here and won’t say what it’s about?”

      “Correct.”

      “I don’t know, Ellie, it all sounds very CIA-y to me.”

      “I don’t like it either,” she said.

      “You know, he might be coming down here to confirm my suspicions that the Wangs are a two-person sleeper cell waiting for the right moment to pounce. Or maybe he just joined a multi-level marketing company and is hitting up friends, family, and old co-workers. It’s a toss-up between the two, but if I had my guess it’s the first one. Has to be.”

      Ellie grabbed her gear bag. “I’m going to head on out. I need to clear my mind.”

      Tyler came up off his stool and walked over to her, his expression more serious. “You look worried. I’ve never seen you worried.”

      “I don’t know why he wants to meet. Top of the list is he wants to bring me back into the game. Well, that’s the whole list. I can’t think of anything else that would make sense. If he needed intel on something he thinks I know, it wouldn’t go down at an island restaurant. There are channels for that type of thing. Even if he needed to step outside those channels, he has to know that I don’t know anything he doesn’t.”

      “He’s a good guy, right? You trust him?”

      “Yeah. Of course.”

      Tyler walked behind her, laid his hands on her shoulders, and started to rub. She closed her eyes. “Just relax,” he said. “No reason to worry unless you think he’s going to poison you or something.”

      She swung around and slapped him on the arm. “You’ve been watching too much television.”

      “Look, just call me if you need anything or if you want me to go with you. I can sit a ways off but be there if you want. I’m serious.”

      She turned her eyes to meet his. They really were the greenest eyes she had ever seen. “Thanks. That means a lot.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      His head pounded to the obnoxious tune of a thousand kettle drums sounding off across a stratified canyon. He opened his eyes—only halfway—and, try as he might, couldn't focus past the haze that clouded his vision. 

      “Sccccccotch,” someone whispered. “Sccccccotch.”

      He groaned and opened his eyes again, waited for the blur to fade into clarity. A large picture teetered into view: a fleet of shrimp boats sailing out to sea against the orange and purple of a setting sun. He had seen that picture before. Where? His eyes shifted to the right. The tall armor of a Spanish conquistador stood in the corner. That was the moment his subconscious screamed at him, informing his intuition where he was before he could think it. Adrenaline shot through him, and he tried to sit up. A violent panic ran through his chest.  

      “Shhh….shhh. Lay back down. Just rest. My couch should be comfortable enough.”

      Scotch winced against the pain as he tried to move. It forced his head back onto the pillow. He stared at the ceiling and tried to get his breathing under control. 

      “Scotch,” Ringo said slowly, carefully teasing out the sounds of each letter. His guest moaned again. “You were a hard man to find. It’s been, what, six weeks since she we shared a drink together? You don’t call, you don’t write. A simple text telling me you are all right and would be home past curfew would have been kind enough. I called all your friends’ houses and their mothers said you weren’t there. Then I called all the hospitals, and they didn’t have you on record. I thought the worst, Scotch. The worst.”

      Terror overcame pain and burned off the remaining fog from behind his eyes. Scotch sat up, blinked. Ringo sat in a white chair across the coffee table from him. One leg was crossed over another, and his fedora sat atop his knee. 

      “Ringo, I━”

      Ringo lifted a hand. “It’s okay. It’s okay. We all fall off the wagon now and then. Let me get you something to drink. Your head must feel like the inside of an Instant Pot. Bloody Mary? That’s what you like, isn’t it?”

      “Uh, yeah. Yeah, thank you.”

      Ringo nodded at Chewy who, in turn, disappeared around the corner.  

      Scotch reached up and touched the back of his head. The hair was matted to his scalp with sticky, drying blood. He looked down at the orange pillow beside him. A dark bloom of blood had seeped into it.   

      Ringo waved a gracious hand toward him. “Don’t worry about the pillow, Scotch. It can be replaced.”

      Scotch nodded, tried to smile, tried to swallow and push down the fear that was making his loins feel like water and his guts like warm grits. 

      “Scotch, did I ever tell you the story about when I broke my forearm?”

      “No, Ringo.”

      “I didn't think so.” Ringo looked across the expansive room and rubbed his naked chin with his fingertips. “When I was eight years old, almost nine, we lived in Pine Apple, Alabama. Not but a couple hundred people called it home. It was just my father and me. No brothers or sisters to speak of. My mother incubated me in her womb nine months and perished before they had even carried away the afterbirth. My father, he had no education and never learned a trade. He would bounce from job to job - janitor, ditch digger, newspaper delivery. Even tried frying eggs and flipping pancakes at Linda Comphrey’s diner. All that work, and we still never had two dimes to rub together. I don’t know what made my father an angry man. He wasn’t angry when I was little. But it grew in him, like a swelling appendix. Then one day it just burst. He had come home from whatever the job of the moment was and poured himself one of these.” Ringo lifted his glass. “Bourbon on ice. He was on his second glass when he went to use the head. I had decided that was a good time to try the stuff myself. My lips were coming off the rim when he came around the corner. The fire water was still burning its way down my gullet when he grabbed my belt and shirt collar, brought me above his head, and threw me into the dining room wall. He never said anything. That was the interesting part. He just picked me up and threw me down. Snapped my forearm like a dry twig.”

      Chewy entered the room with a glass in each hand. 

      Ringo smiled. “Ah, here we are.”

      Scotch considered Ringo’s story. He had worked with Ringo long enough to know that one could never be quite sure which of his stories were true. The man was an enigma through and through. 

      Chewy handed a fresh bourbon to his boss, exchanging glasses with him, and extended a martini glass toward Scotch who took it and set it to his lips. He drank freely and winced as the cool liquid ran down his throat. He paused. There was no kick, no astringent bite produced by the presence of vodka.

      “What’s wrong?” Ringo asked.

      Scotch looked quizzically at the glass. “It’s...just tomato juice.”

      “I see. Are you inferring that I’m a poor host?”

      “No.” He shook his head and winced against the pain. “No. Of course not.”

      Ringo stared into his glass, swirled the golden liquid so the ice rattled against the sides. “The point of my story, old friend, is that you never drink from another man’s glass without asking. Not unless you want to run the risk of bodily harm.” He stood, nodded toward Chewy. “Come on. Follow me. I want to show you something.” Chewy helped Scotch to his feet and motioned for him to follow. Andrés, who had just come out of a side room as if he had been listening, waiting for the right time, stepped in line and took up the rear. They walked toward the corner of the living room and up a narrow, winding, iron staircase that led to a carpeted landing on the next floor and overlooked the room they were just in. They walked the length of the living room before taking a right down a short hallway and coming to a stop at a small iron railing, waist high. It looked down on an empty room the size of a racquetball court. It had white bare walls all the way around, and the floor was the same red clay tile that ran through the rest of the home. 

      “Scotch. Have I ever given you a reason to disrespect me?”

      “No, Ringo.” Scotch blinked up at him, the way a puppy might when it realizes the master discovered that his slippers were torn to bits. 

      “If you would please, tell me the rules that I have established for my organization.”

      “Sell noth— ”

      “Number them, please.”

      Scotch’s Adam’s apple rose and fell rapidly as he swallowed dryly. “Number one: Sell nothing but cocaine.”

      “And that means what exactly?”

      “No trafficking anything else. No guns, no girls, no other drugs.”

      “Next?”

      “Number two: Never lie to you.”

      “And...number three,” Ringo prompted. 

      Scotch took a deep breath, his chest trembling on the exhale, his lazy eye rolling down and away, as if it had just died by fear. “Number three: Never try the product.”

      Ringo threw his hands out. “Winner, winner, chicken dinner. Ladies and gentlemen, please tell this man what’s he’s just won!” 

      Chewy set a heavy hand on Scotch’s back. “You know that this room you are looking down on is typically used as the game room. In fact, I think you and Andrés have played a few games of pool together, haven’t you?”

      Scotch nodded. His face was clammy. 

      “You’ll notice that we have cleared it and that it’s empty. Almost empty,” Chewy corrected. “You’ll also notice that the windows and doors are all gone. The last two days men have been coming and going through this place with two by fours and sheetrock and paint. Where we stand is the only entry and exit point.”

      Ringo spoke. “I wanted to make sure that my new guest room was suitable for you. Only the best for you, Scotch, old friend.” 

      “Now Ringo━” 

      Ringo’s smile was gone. He leaned in and locked eyes with Scotch. “You have drunk from my holy chalice without asking. You broke one of my rules and then…” He shook his head. “That boy.” Ringo pulled out a cigar and slid it between his teeth, leaving it unlit. 

      Andrés said, “You are aware that one of Ringo’s idiosyncrasies is that he sees it as a challenge to try not to relieve someone of their life in the same manner he has someone else. At this stage in the game, it makes it difficult—very difficult—to be creative. We can’t shoot you or stab you or drown you or hang you or poison you. We can’t even beat you.”

      Scotch could feel bile trying to coming up his esophagus, stinging the back of his throat. 

      “Chewy, this whole thing was your idea, so I will let you fill him in on his accommodations,” Andrés said.

      Chewy’s eyes remained on the floor below as he spoke. “If you would step up closer and lean over the rail, you will be able to see.” Scotch didn’t move. “You must see this. We’re not going to throw you over,” he added.

      Scotch cautiously bent at the torso and looked below.

      Chewy pointed over the railing. “You’ll see down there.” He craned his neck. “This corner back here closest to us.”

      Scotch’s nervous breath now wheezed through his chest. He leaned over and looked where Chewy’s eyes were planted, where his finger was pointing. His throat thickened and his hands trembled when his eyes made contact with the twenty-foot snake below. It was curled into a corner and its forked tongue was flicking out of its mouth every two seconds. 

      “It’s Ringo’s newest pet,” Andrés said from behind him. “A Burmese python to be exact. The snake has not eaten in six months, not since its captor pulled it out of the Glades. They can go without food for a very long time. They lower their…” He struggled to find the English word.

      “Metabolic,” Chewy said.

      “Yes. Metabolic. They lower their metabolic rates up to seventy percent to stay alive. We gave it a small rat yesterday to bring its energy up and help it to remember what it is like to eat. By nature, pythons are gentle creatures, but this one has been stuck with a cattle prod on a low electrical setting for the last hour. So he is angry. He is angry, and he is hungry. Very hungry.”

      “He’s hangry,” Ringo interjected. Andrés smiled. Chewy did not. 

      “Ringo, please━”

      Ringo raised a finger to Scotch’s lips. “Shhh. Let him finish.”

      “Burmese pythons can eat small alligators and deer. I have seen a video of one eating a small hippopotamus. It regurgitated it soon after because his meal weighed so much that the snake could not even slither away. Fascinating. It is good that you are a small man.”

      “No...no...please…I have a fianc—”

      “You have disillusioned the citizenry, the community of this lovely county,” Ringo said. “You’ve brought renewed and undue attention upon the nature of my business. But all this has come upon you if for no other reason than you killed that young man. How can I ever forgive that?” He came in closer, and Scotch responded with a meager whine that came off his lips. 

      “Now, now,” he whispered and put a thick hand on Scotch’s shoulder. “Let’s not make this harder than it needs to be.” He nodded at Andrés who came from behind and quickly shoved a large rubber ball into Scotch’s mouth. Five seconds later two layers of duct tape were wrapped around to the back of his head. 

      Scotch yelled through the gag. It came out muffled and flat. 

      “This home is large, but I do have another guest, so I would prefer to minimize the noise of your intriguing demise. I have a meeting I need to get to. So if you’ll forgive me for not watching.” Ringo reached in, placed his hands on Scotch’s temples, and kissed him on the top of his head. Scotch’s breath moved loudly and forcefully through his nose, and his sweat smelled like vinegar.

      “Hey...why so glum, chum? I hear the ol’ Elysian Fields, Paradise, Valhalla, Heaven, you know, whatever you might be into...I hear it’s quite nice.” Then Ringo paused and got a far away look in his eyes. He didn’t move for a while, just kept staring over Scotch’s shoulder like something had just dawned on him. Then animation overtook him again, and he patted Scotch’s cheek one more time. “Of course, I don’t know if you’ll be getting a ticket to any of those particular stops seeing as you killed that boy.” He clicked his tongue and shook his head. Then he turned away. 

      Scotch jerked and in his panic fell to his knees, writhing violently on the ground in a vain effort to prevent the inevitable. 

      Ringo’s hand slid along the iron rail as he descended the circular steps. Halfway down he a heard a thud and the muted crack of Scotch’s legs as they broke on the hard clay tiles below. It was followed by a muffled scream, a clear mixture of pain and terror. 

      He smiled.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      The Cessna amphibian aircraft flew low over the waters of the Gulf. The pilot had kept radio silence for the last hour since leaving Havana. 

      He checked his chart and made a mental note. He would put down in a small cove on the west side of the island. Crews would be there to unload, and he would be up in the air heading back to Cuba within four to five minutes. 

      He thought of his teenage son, Eterio, and his wife, Benita. Five more runs over the next month and his boss would help him bring his family to America. They had a happy life in Cuba, but they were poorer than the cockroaches who ate their crumbs. It had become too much to just sit by and watch his friends move the drugs and become wealthy. He had stayed out for years, but the pull of freedom had become stronger than any moral impulse that had kept him from moving drugs in the first place. 

      Suddenly, the lights on the front panel began to blink. The pilot frowned and checked the crucial instruments. Everything still appeared to be in working order. He looked out the window onto the black darkness of the water below, then checked his altitude again. Again, the lights went out, the plane dipped, and his breathing escalated. He pulled back on the yoke, but it didn’t budge. The altitude indicator was rocking back and forth like it was seasick. A bead of sweat ran through his eyebrow and he twisted his neck and rubbed his shoulder onto his eye to clear his vision. He could feel his heart thumping.

      Checking that the radio frequency was set properly, he reached for the handset. He spoke in Spanish. “Going to crash. Controls frozen. Three miles south of destination.” The radio crackled but offered no reply.  

      “Alguien…? he whispered. “Cualquiera?” The lights from just beyond the shore twinkled in the darkness. The altitude indicator came back for just a moment and showed a reading of twenty feet. Panicked, the pilot pulled back hard, and the plane responded. 

      But just slightly.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      At five minutes to nine, Ellie turned the El Camino left off Stringfellow Road and onto Main Street, the northmost road on the island. A hundred yards later, she pulled into the parking lot of the restaurant that her former boss had chosen as their meeting place. She stepped into the late evening air and pushed the car door shut. The sun had already descended below the water, leaving a soft orange brushed against a horizon that was gathering in more gray every moment. At this end of the island, the only lights were dim and came from the few homes lining Main Street, the Bokeelia fishing pier, the boat ramp, and the lights on the outside of the restaurant. Stars were peeking out in their eternal game of hide-and-seek.

      Suzie's Crab Shack was known for its weekend nightlife and for five years running had been endowed with the acclaim of the best piña colada on the island. The inside of the restaurant was spacious, even if the ceilings were low, and boasted an outdoor bar that looked out onto the short seawall and the pier just forty feet away. But tonight it was quiet, with only a couple cars in the parking lot. A couple was sitting on the pier with their legs dangling toward the water, and someone farther out was packing up their tackle.  

      Ellie rounded the corner and saw the slim figure of Ryan Wilcox sitting at one of the many picnic tables used for outdoor seating. He was almost out of place; Ellie had never expected to see him again, least of all here on Pine Island. 

      He smiled when he saw her approach and came to his feet.  

      Ryan was in his late-forties - over a good decade older than she - and stood at exactly six feet in height. His brown hair was short and for the last couple years had begun to show a slight peppering of grey. It had been eight months since he said goodbye to her on the tarmac in Kabul, but it felt like a lifetime ago. Eight months in this place had a mystical way of making the past seem almost unreal. 

      “Hello, Ellie.”

      “Hello, Ryan.” They reached out and clasped hands. Ryan wasn’t the huggy type. He set his free hand on top of hers, a display of kindly affection she had never witnessed before. They sat down, and Ryan motioned toward a longneck. “I got you a beer if you want it.”

      “Thank you.” The wind blew off the water and whipped strands of Ellie’s hair around her face. She took a pull on the beer and set it back down. “Are you stateside now?” she asked.

      He nodded. “For now. I’m going to finish up a year at Langley before going back to the field.” He fixed his gaze on her in the fading light. “I miss working alongside you. I’m sorry things worked out the way they did.”

      “Me too,” she said.

      “You ever get that dog?”

      “Somehow I think you already know the answer to that.” 

      He smiled and then got down to business. “I want to clear away the obvious questions by saying up front that I’m not here to ask you to come back in any way.”

      Ellie felt a bundle of tension slip from her shoulders. But not all of it. “Okay. So, what is it then?” she asked. 

      He nodded. His eyes were calm but held something Ellie couldn't quite place. She was good at reading people, but Ryan was one she could never peg. He, like her, had been trained well. He wouldn’t let her see something in him he didn’t want her to see. 

      He stood and slipped a hand inside his open windbreaker. He drew it out and was holding a wide, but thin, manila envelope. He slid it onto the tabletop in front of the best case officer he’d ever had. “You’re going to have questions.”

      Ellie’s eyes darted from Ryan to the envelope and back to his face. 

      “The answers will come in time,” he said softly. “I just wanted you to know.” Then he walked away, disappearing around the building and into the darkness. 

      Ellie stared at the envelope for a long time. She took a long draw on her beer. Whatever was in there was going to change something. She just didn’t know what. Ryan Wilcox didn’t just call you out of the blue, invite you to meet, and then walk away ensuring that you would have questions. She picked up the envelope and reluctantly fingered the metal clasp on the back. She lifted the flap. She drew the contents out.  

      It was a large picture that looked to have been taken from a CCTV camera and dated last Thursday. Three grainy figures were huddled together in what looked like a subway car. They wore thick trench coats and fur papakhas on their heads. Russians, Ellie thought. She leaned in, and her eyes scanned the faces. 

      Then she fell apart. 

      She gasped, touched her lips with her fingertips while her confused eyes began to fill with moisture. “It can’t be,” she whispered out loud. A thousand questions poured into her mind, like a school of fish being dumped on the deck of boat. It wasn’t possible. 

      Ellie grabbed the sides of the table and struggled to breathe. 

      The photo was grainy and the lighting poor, but the image of her father’s face was unmistakable. 

      
        
        _______________

      

      

      A lizard, a pelican, a seagull, a stray cat, all sat along various points of the Norma Jean pier. The darkness was warm and quiet. A low hum hung in the atmosphere of the dark, early morning hours and steadily grew louder. The lizard scattered, the pelican stared, the seagull darted off, and the cat hissed as the airplane pitched toward the ocean-end of the pier and slammed into it, hurling fiberglass, pilings, fire, diesel, a cat, and one ton of Colombian-picked, Mexican-processed cocaine across a two-hundred-yard radius, all of it spraying into the sky, riding on flame.  

      Black packages filled with white powder bobbed along the settling wreckage, and a battered and unbreathing body floated among them. 
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        The best way to find out if you can trust

        somebody is to trust them. 

      

        

      
        — Anonymous

      

      

      Ellie O’Conner stood near the end of the Norma Jean pier, her belly button nuzzled against the yellow crime scene tape that prevented curious onlookers from proceeding any further. She ducked beneath it for the third time that morning and took a few steps toward the end of the charred and fractured wood, all that remained of the last thirty feet of the pier. Three strong pilings stood almost naked out of the southern waters of Pine Island Sound, and splintered wood jutted out like broken bones. The last of the Coast Guard’s 32-foot Transportable Port Security Boats were moving away in the distance, leaving the DEA and the Lee County Sheriff's Office to handle the investigation. 

      Late last evening, as Ellie was trying to drift into sleep, a heavy sound popped through the still evening air, the vibrations of which were felt two miles up Pine Island. She had slipped on a tank top and a pair of shorts and had run a half mile to the southernmost point of the island. Gloria and Fu Wang were already there, gathered up with a handful of locals who lived a couple streets closer to the pier than Ellie did. As it turned out, an amphibian aircraft carrying a large load of cocaine had crashed into the pier and splintered into thousands of pieces. Its cargo had hurled out to every direction on the compass. One of the plane’s wings had ended up in the bottom floor of the Berensons’ home, the home closest to the pier. Other than that, the debris seemed to be contained to the water. Government boats had trolled the waters for the last seven hours, searching the fringes of the mangroves and shoreline for rogue kilos of cocaine. The pilot’s body was found lying upside down in the water, washed up under the front half of the pier. So far, no identification had been made. No one was optimistic that it would be.   

      Ellie set her hands on her hips and scanned the water twenty feet below. Mark Palfrey, her partner with the DEA, drew his twenty-foot Angler close and shouted up. “See anything else?”

      Ellie kept her eyes on the water beyond him. “No. I think we got everything that stuck around here. Anything else would be carried out by the current by now.”

      “I’m going to check the perimeter of Cresent Island again,” he said. The Angler’s outboard revved up and carved a wide arc through the water away from the damaged pilings before shooting out through the channel markers.

      “Hello, ma’am, I’m gonna have to ask you to step back behind the tape, please.” The heavy Texas accent gave him away. Ellie turned to see Tyler Borland grinning at her and holding two cups of coffee. In the last eight months since Ellie had left her role as a case officer for the CIA, Tyler had become a close friend, with tiny sensations occurring every so often that Ellie thought could be the harbingers of something more. He owned Reticle, a shooting range in North Cape Coral and could generally be expected to make Ellie laugh. After a night of no sleep, his face was a welcome reprieve. She walked toward him and ducked back under the tape. 

      “This one’s for you. Straight up,” he said.

      Ellie reached out and took the paper cup. “Thanks, Tyler.”

      “I guess you’ve been out here all night?” he asked.

      She nodded and took a sip. “Yeah. We’re about wrapped up. We have the side of the plane and the engine, so we’ll see if the serial numbers show anything.”

      “Think they will?” he asked.

      “I doubt it. That plane probably came from Cuba, owned by someone far from there.” They started walking down the pier toward The Salty Mangrove bar. “The Coast Guard spotted him on radar coming in from the southwest ten minutes before he crashed. With as much as he was bringing in on that plane, I’m sure he’ll be a ghost where any identification is concerned.”

      “Why would his flight plan include crashing into your uncle’s pier? Sounds goofy if you ask me.”

      Ellie smiled but ignored him. Something else was bothering her. “The fact is, he was flying around here. Here, Tyler. Not Miami or New Orleans. Seems that our miles and miles of coastline have become favorable to the wrong kind of tourists. Gas being stored near the north end of the island, Pete Wellington gone missing, and now a plane loaded with blow crashing into the pier. Folks are already furious about Adam Stark’s murder. This place is known for being laid back and quiet, not for shipments of illegal drugs by the plane load.”

      “Yeah, I can see the brochure now,” Tyler said. “‘Beautiful, iconic pier to crash into. Take advantage of this offer before it’s gone forever.’ How much do you think was on there?” 

      “So far we’ve recovered around six hundred kilos. That plane could bear a little over ton. Hopefully, we can find the rest before the wrong citizens do. We’ve shut down this entire area of the Sound until we’re satisfied that there isn’t anything else out there. Some of it was burned up in the crash.”

      “Bet you didn’t expect all this excitement when you signed up, did you?” he asked. 

      Six weeks ago Garrett Cage, the head of the Fort Myers division of the Drug Enforcement Agency, had convinced Ellie to come work for him as a part-time contractor to help him find connections to local drug sourcing. Last night one such connection had literally fallen out of the sky.   

      “I don’t know that I would call it excitement. More like inciting anger.”

      “Gloria said Fu had gotten up to use the restroom on their houseboat when the plane hit. Said it literally scared the pee right out of him.” Tyler said. 

      “Now that’s an image I wanted in my head.”

      “Hey, one-legged men have to pee in the middle of the night sometimes, same as anyone else. Don’t be racist.”

      “Racist?”

      Tyler winked down on her, and Ellie had a sudden urge to nudge him over the edge. “You’re dumb,” she said.

      “I thought we agreed that I was detail-oriented.”

      “Hey guys. Can you come help with this?” Warren Hall, Ellie’s uncle, was standing near the bar in front of several cases of water. As soon as he had received the call about his pier, Warren had come back up to Pine Island in the dark hours of the early morning from the second marina he owned down on Marco Island, forty-five miles south.

      “What’s up?” Tyler asked.

      “I want to get all these bottles into the ice chests over there. With all the government agencies coming and going today, I figure they’re going to get mighty thirsty at some point.” Each of them picked up a case of water and headed toward the ice chests that sat nearer to the bar. 

      “Sorry about your pier, Major,” Ellie said, using her nickname for her uncle.  

      He shrugged. “It can all be rebuilt. I feel bad for that man in the water, whoever he was. He didn’t look any older than you.” They got to the YETIs and set their burdens down. Major carefully pulled something from his pocket and handed it to Ellie. “You or the Sheriff will want this. I found it floating on a piece of lumber when I went out earlier. Amazing it didn’t get incinerated.”

      Ellie took the small piece of paper and turned it over. It was a picture, charred at the edges, soggy with seawater. The image was clear: a young woman and a teenage boy. Both with olive skin and black hair. They were smiling, the boy near to laughter. 

      Tyler leaned in, giving it a long once over. “Man, that’s awful,” he said. “There’s no way to find the pilot’s family and tell them the news?” 

      Ellie shook her head. “They don’t typically let these guys do the runs if they’re in the system. That way if they get caught they can’t be traced to any particular drug network. Whoever he worked for will get the news, if they haven’t already. That’s a lot of cocaine he lost. I wouldn’t be surprised if whoever’s in that picture will be made to work it off.” Ellie shuddered.

      Major looked at Ellie. He placed a hand on her shoulder. “Are you all right?” 

      “Yeah, thanks. Angry, I suppose.” She shook her head. “This kind of thing isn’t supposed to happen around here.”

      “Yeah,” he said thoughtfully. “I’m glad you’re working with the DEA now. If anyone can help find the fools trying to stop all this nonsense, it’s you, Ellie.”

      “Thanks, Major.”

      “I’m going to put up some surveillance cameras around the marina once I’m done rebuilding the pier,” he said. “Maybe it could deter this kind of thing. Of course, the plane crash is a fluke, I know, but who knows what they’re doing right under our noses?”

      “Let me know when you do that, and I’ll come help,” Tyler said.

      “Will do.”

      Ellie sighed and took a sip of her coffee. “I’m going to head back home, you guys.”

      “Rest up,” Major said “I’ll be doing the same thing in a little while.”

      “You want me to walk you back?” Tyler asked. “You look pretty washed up.” 

      She tried to smile. “I’m all right. I just need a shower and some sleep.”

      “Okay. It’s your loss. I’m a good walking companion. Even better than a dog.”

      “Surely that’s debatable.”

      “Hey…” Tyler lowered his brows like he was hurt.

      Ellie laughed and threw up a goodbye wave as she walked away.  

      
        
        _______________

      

      

      Ellie took the half mile walk back home slowly and finished the last of her coffee. She wasn’t going to sleep. She knew that. The events of the crash had kept her up all night, and, while her eyes were heavy and her feet tired, her mind still felt sharp. She wouldn’t have slept anyway. Not after what Ryan Wilcox had given her. The previous evening, a few hours before the crash, her former boss at the CIA had given her an envelope that left her mind and heart racing with questions she never imagined she would ask. 

      Ellie arrived at her front door and unlocked it. It hadn’t moved a foot before her Jack Russell shot through it, out across the yard, and darted down the street. She waited, and like she could set her clock to it, he came blazing back into the yard thirty seconds later and leapt into her arms. She lifted her chin away from his lathering tongue. “Hey Citrus...all right, boy...get down. Come on. Want to go jump in the water?” The dog yipped, then yipped again. Ellie walked through the small living room. She stopped just past the kitchen table and slid the rear door back on its aluminum track. Citrus darted out into the narrow patch of Saint Augustine grass and leapt off into the waters of the canal as might a flying squirrel intent on switching trees. 

      Ellie set her keys on the table and stared down at the large picture Ryan had left with her. She sat down and focused in on every detail. Just like she had done on and off for an hour last night. She studied every line, every shadow, every hue. The photo left no doubt that she was looking at a recent picture of her father. It had been almost three years since she’d last seen him, and even in the poor quality of the surveillance camera he looked older, his face seamed with deeper lines and set against tired eyes. 

      Frank O’Conner was supposed to be dead. A gas tanker had crashed into his car two years ago, not three miles east of here, and incinerated everything within forty feet of it. Her sister Katie was so angry with Ellie for missing the funeral that she still wouldn’t speak with her, still wouldn’t respond to Ellie’s emails or voicemails. At the time Ellie was already entrenched as an undercover journalist in Kabul and couldn’t get out without risking the entire operation. That was not something Langley would let her do. The last time Ellie had seen her father was the night he drove her home from Judge Stanton’s home. She had gone there to pick up the Judge for a surprise party to be held in his honor on Sanibel Island. Instead she had come across four goons who had picked that evening, of all evenings, to make the Judge a prisoner in his own home and ransack his belongings. Ellie had spent the next hour strategically subduing them. She had left early the next morning to board a flight for the Middle East where her next, and what ended up being her last, stint with the CIA would begin. 

      Citrus ran up the small ramp Ellie had built for him and stood in the grass and barked. He chased his tail. He barked again. If Ellie didn’t know better, she would have thought that her dog had found some of that missing cocaine and helped himself to a fair measure. Citrus chased his tail again, spinning like a top, and then ran and made another spread-eagle plunge into the canal’s slow-moving water. 

      The picture continued to sit there staring at Ellie like an alien. As if a creature had come from another world and was sitting silently at her table. She blinked underneath the unbelief that blanketed her. I went to your grave last week. I’ve seen pictures of them setting the urn into the ground. I have your death certificate filed in my office down the hall. You have a headstone. The perplexity that came with trying to believe he was alive almost made her dizzy. Thinking that all the grief and the emptiness she had felt over the last two years was for naught. That all this time she was grieving a father that had never left this world. He had only left her life. 

      A confused, subterranean anger, deep down and hidden, was starting to glow hot down within her. 

      Ryan Wilcox had given her the picture and assured her that she would have questions. He was right. But this wasn’t something where she could just call him up and expect to get the answers she wanted. No, this was a matter that was fully in Ryan’s hands. He would tell her what she needed to know when he was ready for her to know. As it was, he was probably overstepping protocol just providing her with the picture. So why had he? And what about her father? How in the world did Ryan know anything about him? What was Frank O’Conner doing and whose side was he on?

      A thought had occurred to her last night as she lay on top of her bedspread staring at the ceiling. A thought that had never occurred to her before, that her own father might be working for the CIA. That maybe he always had been working for the CIA. All she and Katie had ever known was that their father worked for the Department of Justice. They even knew where his office was in Fort Myers. He had officed there for nearly thirty years. Many employees of the Agency used the DOJ as a career cover.

      But then he might not work for Langley at all. The picture showed him in what looked like a subway car, wearing a heavy trench coat and a fur papakhas on his head. Where he was, it was cold in July. He looked tired, a distant look in his unusually dark eyes. He could be on the wrong side, whatever side that was. 

      The silent testimony of the picture meant the run-in with the gas tanker was staged. It meant that Frank O’Conner had faked his own death and let his daughters and Major, his best friend, grieve it for two years now. 

      She sighed. The whole scenario was quickly becoming a tragedy of curiosity and truth.
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      Ellie had rested that morning, closed her eyes, but sleep would not come. Finally giving up, she took a hot shower and let the water refresh her tired muscles. She got dressed, fed Citrus, and then made the trek off island to the Fort Myers DEA office. Garrett Cage, the Special Agent in Charge, had returned this morning from meetings at headquarters in Virginia. She and Mark were finally able to meet with him to review the results of their recent investigation into the movements of local drug networks.

      And to discuss the plane crash. 

      Garrett was leaning back in his swivel chair, his hands steepled, his black hair, like usual, perfectly combed. Mark and Ellie sat in the two designer armchairs in front of Garrett’s desk. Mark’s long legs stuck out of them, and he shifted uncomfortably. 

      “Let’s get to it,” Garrett said. “I have a conference call in twenty minutes. Recap what you have so far.”

      “Well, it’s pretty straightforward,” Mark started. “So far we have two things going on at Mondongo. The old boat on the tiny key is intermittently laden with gas. Crews drop it off, and a separate bunch gets it quickly thereafter to fuel their boats across the Gulf and back to Mexico. Or Cuba.” He flicked his finger across his iPad, kept reading his notes. “Next, we have one Eric Cardoza working at the private island as a low level security guard, apparently running the cameras from behind the desk. As we mentioned to you before you left for Virginia, Ellie and I saw him at a known stash house at Ridgeside subdivision, and that implicates him enough to keep an eye on him and see where his trail leads. For starters, we both think it’s a safe bet to look at the company that has him on their payroll: Hawkwing Global Security.”

      Garrett scribbled a couple notes on a yellow pad sitting on his desk.

      “Should we get eyes on the gas stations along the coast?” Ellie asked. “If these guys are  filling fifteen to twenty cans of gas all at once, we can review CCTV.”

      Garrett tapped his pencil eraser on pad. “That’s not a bad suggestion. I would, but this office doesn’t have the bandwidth to do that. I’d have to partner up with the FBI for something like that, and to be honest I’d rather work this ourselves right now. Let’s get eyes on the little key where the boat is and see if we can grab these guys when they do another gas run.”

      “Fair enough.”

      A tap came on the glass door to Garrett’s office, and a middle-aged, dark-skinned lady  poked her head through. “Sorry to interrupt. Jet just called. They’ve picked up another sixty-eight kilos since this morning. Locals out on a pontoon found twelve of them. And I emailed some info on Hawkwing Global to all three of you.”

      “Thank you, Sandra,” Garrett said. 

      “So that leaves us with another possible one to two hundred kilos still out there,” Mark said. “Given, some was probably burned up in the crash.”

      Garrett opened his laptop. “I still have three boats out there looking,” he said. “The Coast Guard has another, the Sheriff a couple more. I’m not worried about finding it all. We’ll get it.” He opened an email and scanned its contents. “So, this security guard—Eric Cardoza—works for Hawkwing Security and is contracted out to their client who owns Mondongo Key Island. And the job and location allows for monitoring the gas drop on the small key? Do I have that right?”

      Ellie nodded. “We’re still working out the details. It fits though.”

      “What’s your next play?”

      “Hawkwing’s regional office is in Tampa. I’m going up there to act the part of a potential client.” Ellie said. “If Eric Cardoza is in fact involved with the local drug trade—and everything seems to point to that—then there is no way someone higher up in Hawkwing isn’t in on it too.”

      “How so?”

      Mark spoke up. “Ellie makes a good point. Hawkwing is a huge corporation. Traded on the stock market. They vet their employees up to their hairlines. There’s no way this Cardoza guy would just slip through the cracks and be a cog in an illegal drug network without someone above him knowing about it.”

      Garrett was silent for a while. “And you’re going up there, Ellie?”

      “That’s the plan.”

      “When?”

      “We’re still getting my cover prepped. Hopefully, we can get my client interest request to them this week. After that it’s up to them.”

      “All right,” he said. “I’m game. But be careful. I want a full briefing on what you’re doing before you do it.”

      Mark and Ellie said in unison, “Of course.”
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      Kyle Armstrong pulled his burgundy Mercedes E Class into his reserved parking space at the Wild Palm Distillery and stepped into the late afternoon heat. He pushed the button on his keyless remote as he walked away, and the car bleated back a response. A wall of cool and desired air conditioning hit him as he opened the front glass door and walked down the linoleum-tiled hallway to his office at the end. 

      Wild Palm was the only distillery in Lee County, and its creation had been Kyle’s dream since he graduated from the University of Southern Florida seven years ago with a business degree. He had started with a small loan from a local bank and worked long hours to bring the company into the strong growth it was enjoying today. The liquor market had gathered steam all around the country since he purchased his first commercial still, and business was finally beginning to grow outside the state to regional areas of Georgia, South Carolina, and even a few parishes in Louisiana. Wild Palm was now running three four-hundred gallon stills and had a warehouse stocked with oak barrels full of aging rum. If things kept on like they were, he would move the operation fifteen miles east out of Cape Coral and onto Bokeelia at the north end of Pine Island and then start producing vodka too. He was ready to have a nicer place and already had his eye on a patch of land up there. With their recent growth the offices were now too humble for the brand, nestled in an unassuming one-story building on Surfside Boulevard that needed a paint job and smelled like old dirt and musty pine.

      He stepped into his small office and shut the door behind him. His glass table top could barely be seen underneath the stacks of paper and unwashed coffee mugs. Filing cabinets lined the wall on the right, and a blue couch was sagging on the wall opposite, tiring under a heavy burden of more paperwork and random bottles of Wild Palm product. Kyle stepped around the desk and sat into his ergonomically-designed leather chair. His three-year-old son Chase had told him on more than one occasion that it looked like more like an alien than a chair. His wife Carlene had said he overpaid, but he thought it made him look more distinguished, even if his immediate surroundings refused to complement the feeling.

      He sat down behind the desk and ran his finger across the trackpad of his laptop. The glow from the screen reflected off his face as he scanned his emails. Five minutes in, a knock came from the other side of his door, and his eyes lifted toward it. Other than the two security guards covering the small warehouse behind him, no one ever came into the offices on Sunday. He was the only one who would sneak away from the family for a couple hours to keep from falling behind. “Come in,” he called. The door opened, and a stocky man wearing a white fedora came through the door. Kyle’s shoulders tensed. He had never grown comfortable with the man’s presence or his smile. They were both large and generally unwanted.

      “Ringo,” he said, and forced a thread of pleasure to run through his tone. “What brings you here?”

      His unannounced guest shut the door and stepped slowly toward his desk. He sported khaki shorts and a short sleeve button down shirt featuring blue palm trees against an ivory background. His eyes were small and hidden underneath a strong forehead. Kyle used to like the man, but over the last few months there hadn’t been a time he had been in the man’s presence and not felt some degree of revulsion and underlying fear. 

      “Ky-le,” the man said slowly, as if playing with the syllables. “Are you going to offer me a seat?” 

      He looked around the small office and back at Ringo. “Sorry. I haven’t gotten any other chairs in here yet. I think Laurie has some on order.”

      “Yet you are sitting in one.” 

      Kyle started to protest but held his tongue when he looked in the other man’s eyes. They were calm, always calm, but Kyle suspected they were a meek front for a hidden violence within. He nodded reluctantly, got up from the chair, and walked around to the front of his desk.

      Ringo stared at the seat before wedging his larger frame in between the brown leather armrests. He wrinkled his face momentarily. “What in the hell is this contraption? You call this a chair?” He shook his head. “I tell you. People like you will buy anything if it looks fancy enough.”

      Kyle’s smooth-shaven face was drawn tight. “Is there something specific I can help you with? I’ve got things I’ve got to get done before I leave.” 

      Ringo took his hat off and tossed it on the desk. He looked around the room, observing its untidy nature. “You’re a messy individual, Kyle. Had I known that I may not have gone into business with you. ‘Cleanliness is next to godliness.’ Maybe I’ll get you the mug or the t-shirt.” His large teeth were exposed as he smiled, but Kyle was not amused. “But yes,” Ringo continued. “Of course there’s something you can help me with.” He looked down and fidgeted with one of the chair’s levers before giving up and looking back over the desk. “Kyle, six months ago I gave you five hundred thousand dollars at two points a month for an expansion project. You’ve done exactly as you said and have taken the operation of this fine distillery to another level of production. I want to commend you on that.”

      Kyle offered no reply. 

      “Now, I’m charging you two points a month, and if my math is right you owe me sixty thousand on top of the original balance.”

      “I’m aware of what I owe you. We agreed that I would begin making payments at month eight. Are you wanting it to start now?”

      Ringo leaned back in the chair and tossed a thick ankle over the opposite knee. “No. No, I’m not.”

      “Then please tell me why you are sitting in my chair in my office.”

      Ringo shook his head. “You’re impatient, Kyle. One day you will learn that impatience is dangerous in business. Hustle and hunger is good. Impatience...well, anyway.” He threw his hands out. “It’s Christmas in July, Kyle. Merry Christmas. I’m clearing your debt. You no longer owe me the five hundred thousand nor the sixty thousand accumulated on said loan.”

      Kyle’s green eyes widened, and his head moved forward. “What? You’re clearing my loan?” He blinked hard a couple times and looked back to the man behind his desk. “Why?” he asked, not fully convinced. 

      “And there is the five hundred and sixty thousand dollar question, ladies and gentlemen. Of course you need to ask me why. Well Kyle, it is because I am full of grace and mercy, just like the fruit of Mary’s womb.” He leaned forward and clasped his hands together on the table. 

      Kyle’s eyes narrowed, and he swallowed hard around a new rock in his throat. “Why are you clearing my debt, Ringo?”

      “You’re going to want to sit for this.” Ringo motioned outward with his hand. 

      Kyle looked sheepishly around the room and turned back to his unwanted guest.

      “Oh, right. Well.” Ringo pulled a cigar from his shirt pocket and casually slid it between his teeth. He didn’t light it. “From now on I will be running some of my product through here. On the outbound trucks.”

      “What?”

      “Son, are you deaf?”

      “There’s no way. No. I’m running a perfectly legitimate business here. Whatever else you might be involved in besides loaning money, I’m out. I should have just gotten another loan from the bank. I can’t believe Father Garcia recommend that I come to you. On his nod I thought you were a good man.”

      “You were overleveraged, Kyle. No bank would have given you another loan, and that’s why you came to me. Let’s be very clear on that because as much as you would like to think that you borrowed from me as one of many options, I was the only one interested. You have a good business going, and in two years when your books have more margin I’m sure the banks will be happy to lend you more. But it was you who wanted to expand faster. You came to me, not the other way around.” 

      “I’ve worked hard to build this company,” Kyle snapped. “I’ll pay you your money, and we’re done. After that I don’t ever want to see you again.” He breathed out deeply, like he was relieved and the topic was closed.

      “Kyle, from now on I will be running some of my product through here. On the outbound trucks,” he repeated.

      “Like hell you are. Try it and see how fast I get in touch with the cops.”

      Ringo pulled his cigar from his lips, looked at the tip as if he were bored, and blew a long puff of air from his cheeks. “I could do something banal like pull a picture of your daughter out of my pocket or tell you exactly what time and at what location your son plays baseball or when your wife starts her period every month or...well, you get the idea.”

      A large vein, much like a worm, grew across Kyle’s forehead. “You can’t do this! Whatever your ‘product’ is, I don’t want it.”

      “Cocaine,” Ringo said slowly. “My product is top grade, Colombian-picked, Mexican-processed cocaine.”

      Kyle’s face shifted from red to white.

      “Kyle, did you know Roger Peretti?”

      “No.”

      “Did you read about him in the paper?”

      “Of course.”

       “Well, Roger played nice with me for a couple years. The funeral business is a wonderful way to move what I have to offer the rest of the fine citizens of this country. But Roger decided he was too smart for me, and, well, he had decided he would be going to such-and-such authorities. You see where I’m going with this?”

      “You killed Roger?”

      Ringo leveled his eyes on Kyle’s.

      “Oh, dear God.”

      “Now you’re talking.” Ringo pressed his hands into the armrests and stood up. “We’ve gotten a lot accomplished here today. I wish every business meeting were so productive. You’re a smart man, Kyle. I like doing business with smart people. As your distribution routes expand, so now will mine.” 

      He stepped over to the corner where, next to the couch, five white boxes labeled with the Wild Palm logo were stacked. “I love your rum, Kyle.” He reached for the box on top and shoved his fingers in the slits on the side. He lifted. “Get the door for me?”

      Kyle dazedly opened his office door, and Ringo began to walk through before pausing and looking back toward the scared, sweating man standing in the middle of the thin carpet. 

      “Please know that if at any time I am under the suspicion that you have reached out to the authorities in any way, then your daughter and your wife will die like Roger. I will leave you and your son alive to mourn them.”

      “You wouldn’t da━’

      “I left something on your desk that might be interesting to you. You’ll be hearing from someone.” He turned and made his way down the hall. “Happy Lord’s Day,” he said over his shoulder.

      Kyle slammed the door and ran a shaking hand through his short brown hair as he walked back to his desk. A white, square piece of paper sat in the middle of his computer keyboard. He picked it up and turned it over. It was a picture of his five-year-old daughter Sophia. She was dressed in the purple ballet costume she had worn to her recital last month. Her blonde hair sat in a bun on the back of her head, and she was smiling like the world was hers. Her father had bought her a bouquet of flowers that night, and the family had gotten ice cream at The Rocky Road afterward. She had chosen cotton candy flavor with sprinkles. On a waffle cone. 

      Kyle’s eyes widened in horror, and he rubbed his lips with nervous fingers. The picture had been in a small silver frame on top of the dresser in Sophia’s second floor bedroom. 

      He let the image fall back to the desktop, reached for the wastebasket, leaned over, and didn’t resist as his lunch came up in heavy, lurching waves.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Four

          

        

      

    

    
      Ellie poked her head over Mark’s cubicle. “You ready?” she asked.

      “Be right there.”

      Ellie walked into the conference room and shifted into a chair. Mark came in a minute later and sat across from her. 

      “Okay,” he began. “I’ve already written up several PR pieces, and we’re working on getting a few news articles backdated online that show your fake doppelgänger donating to a few good causes. There won’t be much, but there will something to represent you online if they go digging for more information about you.”

      “What’s the story?” she asked.

      “You will be, as requested, a Miss Shirley Dunham. Shirley Dunham is a wealthy social recluse from North Georgia who commissioned a diving expedition out near the Keys last year that yielded twenty-one million dollars in jade and Spanish gold.” He grinned. “Before taxes. I’ve got Glitch backfilling stories on the whole thing and building a narrative about your past, your non-profit contributions to local food banks and a nature conservatory. It should be enough for them to give you an audience and feel like they have a model client interested in taking on their services.” 

      “Twenty-one million. That’s a lot of money for a treasure find. Enough to make national news, I would think. Shouldn’t we bring it down a little?”

      “We’re publicizing the holding company that found it, with only a footnote toward Miss Dunham in a couple articles. That work for you?”

      “Yes.”

      “Come on. Give me your best southern accent again.”

      “Are you sure I shouldn’t be from Minnesota?” She took on a new accent when she said the state: Minn-ah-soda. “Yah, hon. I think I could do this one better. Yah know, me bein’ from up north and all.”

      Mark laughed. “Good, but no. And I think you might be stereotyping.”

      “Ohh...kay then,” she said. 

      “North Georgia. Come on with it.”

      “Oh, no honey,” she drawled, “you don’t really want me to be from Gaw-jah now, do you?” 

      Mark shook his head. “That’s really good. I can’t even get Scarface or Dirty Harry right, and every man I know does those.”

      “Why, of course it’s good, sweetie. There is only one way to talk in this world, and it’s with the dialect of the gods.” Ellie rested her fingertips on her collarbone. “And Shirley Dunham is as godly as they come, honey.”

      “Okay. I think we’ll be all right. Well done, Miss Dunham.”

      Ellie leaned back, tossed her hands out. “I can do this all day. French, Portuguese, Russian if you like. Not just the accent, the language too.”

      “Maybe during happy hour. Or if we’re ever hunting down Putin’s mobsters in the Gulf, which, you know, I’m sure is imminent. For now, let’s get you a wig and the proper attire. I’m thinking shorter brown hair. It’s Monday…” he drummed his fingers on the table. “I’d like to get your request submitted to Hawkwing by Wednesday. If we’re lucky, they’ll have you up there as early as next week.” 

      
        
        _______________

      

      

      Manuel Saucedo walked into his little sister’s room, leaned down, and set his hand on her shoulder. He shook it gently. “Luciana. Luciana. Wake up.” The small girl stretched, yawned large, and rolled her face back into her pillow. Manuel shook her again. “Come on. You’re going to be late for school. Get up. I made you pancakes.”   

      Her eyes flicked open. “Pancakes?” Her feet were on the floor before the word was fully off her lips. 

      “Get dressed. Do you have all your folders in your backpack?” he asked.

      “Yes,” she said through a half-yawn. “I did it last night.”

      “Good. I’ll meet you in the kitchen. We have to leave in twenty minutes.”

      Manuel heard the bathroom door shut, and he walked through the tiny living room and into the even smaller kitchen. “Abuelita, you want more coffee?”

      “No.” Manuel’s grandmother sat in her nightgown in an easy chair, watching the Local NBC News 6 weatherman tell them it would be another hot, sticky day in Miami.

      Manuel slipped the spatula under the last pancake and removed it from the skillet. He tossed it on a plate already piled high with pancakes. He had made too many. Luciana wouldn’t have time to eat but three or four. 

      At twenty-three years old Manuel Saucedo had already served two stints in prison for pushing drugs on the street. Most recently, he’d been released over a year ago and went right back to pushing cocaine before getting nabbed again last month. It’s all he knew. No one would hire him for a real job. He had already tried that. When they released him this last time, he swore to himself that he was going to clean up, that he was going to shoot down the straight-and-narrow that his grandmother always spoke to him about. But it wasn’t that easy. Even down here, in Miami, men with his record and his appearance were intimidating to employers, and they assumed he would be to their customers as well. A third of Manuel’s body was painted with tattoos: on his neck, the Blessed Virgin, weeping over the scales of justice; his forearm, a semi-automatic pistol with a naked lady sprawled over the grip; his grandmother’s name, “Maria,” scrolled across his collarbone, surrounded by rose petals; Luciana’s name spread over his shoulder blades, framed by twisted thorns; letters above each center knuckle that spelled “Grace” on his right hand and “Death” on his left. 

      He had never finished high school. The money the government gave his grandmother each month was hardly enough to buy a couple weeks’ worth of groceries. Someone had to pay all the bills. He was fifteen when he stepped from the schoolyard for the last time and found a job at a convenience store down the street. He was young, impressionable, and motivated. So when he was approached on the way to work one morning by Carlos Sanchez, promising him he could make twenty times as much in half as many hours, he was in. And not just in with selling drugs—in with the gang. ‘Cripta Santo—the Holy Crypt—a highly territorial gang over a hundred and fifty strong.  Over the last seven years, he steadily moved up in the ranks of the Crypt. He’d killed two rival gang members, a fact that no one outside the Crypt knew. He’d moved more product faster than anyone on the streets. He was a good salesman—relational, trustworthy, and could sell the dream of an escapist high better than Timothy Leary or Ozzy Osbourne. 

      But he wasn’t immune to the sobering reality of the law.

      Manuel was currently out on bail, and his omnibus hearing was scheduled for early next week. His attorney would seek to negotiate a settlement. He wouldn’t get it, he knew. It was a stall tactic intended to push the trial out a couple more months. Manuel had a lot on the line this time around. This wasn’t the first time he’d been roped. It was his third, and Florida’s three strikes law meant that, if convicted, Manuel would see the other side of a life sentence and get the opportunity to eat prison food for every last one of his remaining days. It also meant Luciana wouldn’t have him to watch over her. Within five years she’d befriend a needle herself or get pregnant or both. She was already struggling with her learning. It was why she was having to attend summer school. Their abuelita wouldn’t be around much longer. She was only sixty-five but had already beaten down the first assault of lung cancer. It would come back. It always did around here.  

      He wasn’t a teenager anymore. He was salted, experienced, and he loved his little sister more than anything in this broken world. Manuel had never met his father—the man had left before Manuel was born. His and Luciana’s mother had overdosed on heroin when Luciana was six years old, five years ago now. Life in the neighborhood had finally worn her down too. The gang wars, the poverty, the hate—it had all finally gotten her to snap. Manuel was eighteen when he found her in the bathroom, her head lying between the toilet and the bathtub, choked on her own vomit, a needle leaning out of her arm. The following four years had been Manuel’s most productive with the Crypt, while his bitter anger grew, and he channeled that into selling the white dust that his gang so readily offered. It had only been during this last prison stint that a priest had helped him work through the pain and anger of his life. He had gotten out a new man. A man ready to take responsibility for his own choices and a man who cared less about showing others how tough he could be and more about taking care of the two women in his life.

      Luciana shut the light off as she came out of the bathroom and stopped by the chair to give her grandmother a good morning hug. That got her a long kiss on the top of her head. “Hurry,” her grandmother said. “You were late yesterday. You still need to get dressed.” 

      “I know,” she said, and walked into the kitchen. She spied the stack of pancakes sitting on the table, waiting for her. She sat down in a rickety metal chair, poured syrup over them, and started eating. She smiled through a mouthful. “Thank you, Manuel.”

      Her older brother scrubbed a soapy cloth over the mixing bowl and turned on the water to rinse. “Of course. How are they?”

      “So good!” she beamed. “Why do you make me breakfast? You’ve never done anything like this.”

      He smiled at her. Because my plan may not work out the way that I hope. That’s what he wanted to say. But he didn’t. Instead he said, “Because I love you. You’re a good girl.”

      Five minutes later he had finished cleaning the dishes and was sitting on the couch next to his grandmother. He reached over and set his hand on top of hers. “How are you?” he asked. “Are you okay?”

      “I’m fine.” She turned and looked him in the eye. “What’s wrong? Something is wrong. You need to tell me.”

      She possessed an intuition that Manuel never could slip past. She was old, but her emotional intelligence was higher than an eagle’s flight. 

      “Everything is fine.”

      She turned her head away, back to the television. “I don’t like it when you lie to me.”

      “I haven’t said ‘thank you’ in a long time,” he said. 

      She huffed. “For what?”

      “For everything. You raised us. Took care of us. You did good.”

      “You’re scaring me. Boy, I don’t like it when you scare me. My heart is too weak for that nonsense.”

      Manuel laughed and stood up. He didn’t want to worry her. Everything would turn out fine in the end. He leaned down and kissed the top of her gray head. “I am thankful, that’s all. We are lucky to have you.” 

      Manuel looked over at his sister who was chasing her breakfast down with a glass of milk. “Come on, little one. Go get dressed. We need to leave.”

      

      The walk to school took ten minutes. As usual, Luciana had talked the whole walk to school—she never stopped talking—and her brother didn’t mind. She had a spirit about her that was rare in these parts. The worn streets hadn’t been touched by the city budget in over forty years, and the homeless had moved in before Manuel was born. Every morning they passed half a dozen vagrants on the way to school. This morning had been no different. Dead palms, empty liquor bottles, and used condoms were the emblems of the neighborhood. 

      Manuel was done with it all. 

      They stopped in front of the white stucco building, and Manuel squatted down. He put a protective hand on her shoulder. “You pay attention in school today, all right little one? Be a good girl.”

      “I will,” she smiled. “I always am.”

      “Yes. I know.” He pulled her in for a hug and held her longer than usual. 

      She feigned an imminent death. “You’re...squeezing my breath...out.” They laughed together, and Manuel released her and gently pushed her away. “Go on. Have a good day.” Her Moana backpack swayed along her back with every step. She was at the doors before he called after her. “Hey!” She stopped and turned around. His breath caught. The tough gangster. The tough gangster who’d hooked kids barely older than Luciana on the Big Rush. The tough gangster who had been to prison and who’d killed two men who’d stolen his stash. His breath caught as he looked after his sister, a dimple in her cheek, her shiny black hair pulled away into a ponytail. His sister who had such a great love for life and, who he knew, would one day be a force for change. “I love you,” he called. She giggled and waved, then pulled the glass door open and disappeared inside. 

      Manuel clenched his jaw. That little girl was his life. He wasn’t going to let her turn out the way their mother had. He had to get her out of here. The inner city gripped you and squeezed you until your guts squished out and you were nothing of the person you once were; no longer capable of being the person you could have been; the person you hoped you would be. 

      He put his back to the school and stepped into the street. 

      Today was the day.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Five

          

        

      

    

    
      Ellie loved heights. Looking at the world from high above somehow made it easier to comprehend, more simple. The particulars drifted away into a perception of an organized unity, the illusion that all was well with the quiet world below. She stood on the forty-first floor of the Bank of America Plaza in downtown Tampa, the toes of her black pumps six inches from the glass, her posture perfect, her confident chin held slightly above level while she looked out over Davis Island and Hillsborough Bay. She knew why big-time executives preferred the higher floors. It wasn’t simply because they could afford it: looking down on the world from such heights made one feel powerful. God-like even. 

      Ellie’s appointment with Hawkwing’s Regional Vice President was set for ten minutes after four. Ellie had arrived fifteen minutes early, and the receptionist had escorted her to a small, private waiting room. She and Mark had submitted Hawkwing’s required Intent For Services, and Paul Greenberg’s office had quickly responded with a time to meet this week. Ellie had come perfectly dressed for her role. Her long blonde hair was hidden beneath a wig that endowed her with dark brown hair which flared at the tips and came to rest just below her shoulders. She wore a cream-colored cashmere pencil skirt that stopped just above the knee and a green mock-neck blouse made of silk and set in a three-quarter sleeve. Her right hand held a Louis Vuitton clutch. Shirley Dunham’s style was far different than her own, but it wasn’t so foreign to her tastes that she felt uncomfortable in a single outfit that, all told, cost over a thousand dollars. She had taken on alternate personas like this many times before during her tenure with the CIA, with TEAM 99. 

      Ellie’s thoughts moved five years into the past as she recalled the three month span in which she had become Malvina Popov, the wealthy daughter of a Russian venture capitalist. Her mission at the time had been to get close to Sergei Kuznetsov—a Russian telecom magnate twenty years her senior—close enough to gather damning evidence on him. Kuznetsov had gotten in bed with Al-Qaeda, having contracted with them to supply encrypted and untraceable cell phones. As if that weren’t enough, Kuznetsov was also funding hackers who were throwing everything they had at the United States’ defense infrastructure. Ellie had been sent in to gain his trust and his confidences. To seduce him. She played her part flawlessly, and Kuznetsov fell for her. He quickly asked her to move into his lakeside dacha. Ellie patiently waited for the right moment to place surveillance around the home and on his laptop and phone. Malvina had been introduced to Kuznetsov’s inner circle, drinking champagne with them at his fancy parties, lying by the lake with them, laughing with the women, flirting with the men. 

      The Kuznetsov mission had been successful. The CIA had turned what they had on him over to his government. No one had thought that the Russian government was unaware of Kuznetsov’s shady dealings. In fact, they had probably supported him in the endeavor, possibly even originating the idea. But once the CIA provided Moscow with their damning evidence, Kuznetsov had fallen quickly from grace. Moscow had let Kuznetsov take the fall on his own. His holdings and companies were nationalized, and, in a showing of national pride, he was put on trial and executed for treason for his dealings with Al-Qaeda.

      The entire three months Ellie had stayed in character, not once thinking like or allowing herself to be Ellie O’Conner. In the same way that a Hollywood actor might choose to stay in the role of their character, Ellie did the same, but with much higher stakes. Any hint that there was someone else underneath the persona and she would have been apprehended, interrogated, and murdered. Over the course of her career with TEAM 99, incarnating a fictional person had become almost second nature. It was one of the reasons she wanted to keep her quiet life when she exited the CIA and came back home to Pine Island. Parts of Ellie O’Conner had gotten lost in the rearview mirror. Becoming someone else for long periods of time has a way of permanently fusing the fiction into your DNA. Even now, she could remember everything about the lovely Malvina, and, if she were honest, there were parts of the young lady that she missed. 

      Ellie brought her thoughts back to the present and gazed out over Tampa Bay. Posing as Shirley Dunham for a half hour would present no problem at all. She checked the time. 

      Five more minutes. 

      
        
        _______________

      

      

      Manuel quickened his pace down the cracked sidewalks. He got to Enrique Avenue and turned left. He was unusually anxious. 

      He had spent the day getting everything ready. Over the last year he had stashed away all his money. Now, he had just over one hundred thousand in cash. No bank accounts. The cash was hidden in a safe place, and only he knew where it was.  

      He didn’t know how today would go down. He didn’t know if they would arrest him after he told them and, if they did, what the bail would be. If they arrested him then he would tell his abuelita where the cash was and give her instructions. 

      Manuel turned and checked behind him, making sure he wasn’t being followed. There was no reason he should be. No one suspected his intentions. Yet, he was nervous. It was all on the line. He had told no one. If anyone were to find out, then the Crypt would kill him; no questions asked. Manuel’s decision to do this was unprecedented.  

      He paused and looked at the building across the street. He sighed. There was no coming back from this. It was the right thing, he knew. It was the thing that would get little Luciana into a new school in a clean and safe neighborhood. They would start over somewhere far, far away. 

      Manuel stepped off the curb and approached the building. He opened the glass door, stepped in, and opened the next one. He walked across the tiled foyer and stepped up to a scratched formica counter.  

      A pretty African-American woman in a blue officer’s uniform looked up. “May I help you, sir?”

      “Yes. My name is Manuel Saucedo. I would like to speak with Detective Mendez.”

      The officer picked up the phone receiver. She paused. “And what is this regarding?”

      “I have information.”

      She eyed him suspiciously and looked as if she were about to ask a follow-up question. She didn’t. Her fingers hit four buttons on the phone, and she set the receiver to her ear. 

      Manuel would call his abuelita when they let him use the phone. That would be after he gave them the information they wanted. 

      And the information they wanted was good. 

      It was very good.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Six

          

        

      

    

    
      “Miss Dunham? Come with me, please.” The receptionist led Ellie from the private waiting room and pushed open a frosted glass door that led into an expansive office whose decor was all black, white, and an ample amount of light greys. She could detect no color of any kind and was intrigued to find that she felt a sense of warmth in the room in spite of the coldness of the palette. The design was modern with chairs, light fixtures, and the desk featuring hard corners and straight lines. A man that Ellie pegged for just older than fifty, dressed in a tailored navy suit, stood from the desk. He stepped around and extended his hand toward her. “Miss Dunham. Paul Greenberg. Thank you for coming in. Please. Have a seat.” He motioned to a square, white leather chair before his desk while his receptionist quietly left the room. His brown hair was fringed with grey at the temples and combed over like a news anchor. His face was handsome and had a slight tan that accentuated the appeal of the smooth skin along his jaw. His desk was empty save for a silver pen and a picture frame that was turned away from his guests. He folded his hands into the center of his desk. His posture was perfect, that of a man who was both disciplined and refined. “So. You are interested in our company providing security for you? I’m not sure that we were provided the specifics on what exactly you had in mind.”

      “Yes,” she began. “I do not like putting my intentions on an impersonal sheet of paper. Face-to-face meetings are always to be preferred, are they not?” Her accent was in full swing. 

      He smiled, but said nothing. 

      Ellie crossed one leg over another, the fabric of her skirt stretching tightly against her thighs. “I have a rather large estate in North Georgia, outside a small town called Jasper, where my father raised show horses and domesticated llamas. Since the death of my parents, I have branched out into other avenues. Land acquisition, raw materials, things of that sort.”

      “And treasure expeditions,” he added. 

      She smiled curtly. 

      “We do our research on potential clients, Miss Dunham. We like to think of meetings like this as a two-way interview.”

      “Of course.”

      Ellie heard the office door click open and shut behind her, and Paul motioned with his hand. “Let me introduce Trigg Deneford, our Executive Director of Private Security for the Southern U.S.” A man came around and stood at the corner of Greenberg’s desk, next to their guest. He was tall, and his muscles were apparent even under his gray suit jacket. His shoulders were broad, his hands rough and calloused. His red hair was short, trimmed perfectly, making his full, thick beard seem out of place. Ellie thought he had the air of ex-military. “Ma’am.” Trigg stuck out his hand, and they shook. 

      Neither Trigg’s name nor face had come up in Ellie’s investigative work on the company. 

      “Have a seat, Trigg,” Greenberg offered. Trigg nodded and sat into the leather chair beside Ellie. His rectangular torso stretched high above the top of the back rest, his shoulders spilling over the sides. He placed his hands on his knees. 

      Greenberg said, “Trigg and I have reviewed your client paperwork. Hawkwing is not a household name. How is it that you came to hear about us?” 

      “Certainly. I believe you know Dean Stratford?” Stratford was a former Mississippi congressman from the Reagan era with a net worth of over one hundred million, a card-carrying Republican, and fiercely loyal member of the NRA. He was also a staunch supporter of the work of the Drug Enforcement Administration. Ellie had reached out to him two days ago and asked him to back up her new identity in the event that Hawkwing called to confirm her references. Stratford was happy to help the DEA in any way he could and, before ending the call, expressed a hope that his security firm was involved in nothing illegal.  

      The light in Greenberg’s eyes revealed that he knew Stratford before his mouth did. “Yes. Mr. Stratford is a long-time client of ours.”

      “He’s an old family friend, Mr. Greenberg,” Shirley said. “I put in a call to him and asked him who he might recommend.” She threw up a hand for effect. “What do I know about these things?” 

      “And you were going to tell me what services you’re looking for?” Greenberg prompted. 

      “I am looking to purchase a small island off Key West. Also, with the success I had searching the bottom of the sea floor, I now require security on my hunting vessels. Well, vessel,” she corrected. “I have only one but do plan on purchasing another in the near future.” 

      “Would you only want security while the boats are at sea?”

      “Yes, that is correct.”

      “And how many days a year do you expect that to be?”

      “If they are sitting at a dock, they aren’t finding treasure, so I would say other than holidays and servicing they would be out continually. It would, of course, depend largely on who I hire to lead the search and what his or her preferences are.”

      “What of the island in the Keys?” Trigg asked. 

      “General security.” She said it in a way that sounded like she was surprised he hadn’t deducted that on his own. “You do provide security for isolated properties like that, don’t you?”

      “Of course,” Greenberg said. “We have many clients, all with unique situations and settings.”

      She said, “The island is seven acres and has a small vacation home on it currently. I’ll be making upgrades of course, but I’ll want cameras and surveillance along the perimeter as well as a small security detail on site at all times. Would you do that from here or...how exactly does that work?”

      Greenberg sat back into his chair, still maintained his perfect posture. “Typically, we station a team on site, but there are many options we can present that might meet your needs.” He motioned toward his associate. “Trigg can work with you personally to determine the right fit for you.”

      “Wonderful,” she said. “I’ll let you know if the purchase in the Keys comes through.” She turned toward Trigg. “In the meantime, I would like to schedule a time to speak about options for security on my watercraft.”

      He nodded. “That would be fine. I’ll be in touch.”

      “Excellent,” she smiled, then paused. “I…” she stalled and then laughed. “I am a little embarrassed to ask you…”

      “What’s on your mind, Miss Dunham?” Greenberg asked, his tone clipped, clearly ready to wrap up the meeting.  

      “Well...I…” she smiled again. “You see, I have many income-producing interests. The estate, of course, and I did get rather lucky on that exploration last year. But, those, you see...those are not what I like to focus on.” She dipped her chin, looked at Greenberg, then smiled quickly, like she was nervous. Greenberg flicked his eyes toward his associate before bringing them back to Shirley Dunham.

      “And?” he pressed, not rudely, but bordering on impatience. 

      She continued. “There are certain spheres that I work within that some might say are...gray areas.” She held Greenberg's gaze, maintaining her posture of confidence. “What I’m asking is if Hawkwing is only a security firm or if it tends to meddle in the affairs of its clients. There are certain interests I have that are purely private and would need to remain such.”

      Greenberg narrowed his eyes on her. “Miss Dunham. I like to be direct, so if you don’t mind…”

      She extended a hand. “Please.”

      “Are you asking if we turn our heads when our employees see suspicious or illegal  activity occurring on our clients’ properties? Is that what you mean by ‘gray areas’?”

      She purposefully waited a few extra moments to answer, staring at him with her chin raised a bit higher. “Well. When you put it like that...no. No, I suppose that is not what I’m asking you.”

      “Then just what are you inferring?”  

      She slid to the edge of her seat and grabbed the clutch she had set near her hip. “Forgive me. Perhaps I was mistaken about Hawkwing. I am a very private person, you see, and I would want anyone employed in the security of myself and my property to be those of a...singular focus...not concerning themselves with any activity beyond the safety and security of my property.”

      Greenberg came to his feet. She stood also, as did Trigg. “I’m not sure what information Mr. Stratford may have given you about us. I think that Hawkwing may not be the best fit for you. Thank you for coming in, Miss Dunham.”

      She tucked her bag under an elbow and nodded politely at both men. “Thank you for your time, gentlemen.” 

      Trigg followed her to the office door and pulled it open for her. “Miss Dunham,” he said. 

      “Thank you, Mr. Deneford.” Her accent remained thick, perfect, not overdone. “Again, I am sorry if I wasted your time this afternoon.”

      “Not at all.” He extended a hand down the hall. “Amy will see you out.” The receptionist walked toward her and offered to escort their visitor back to the elevator. 

      Ellie had sunk the hook. Now she just had to wait and see if she placed it in the right waters.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      Andrés slipped his phone into the pocket of his indigo jeans and walked across a spacious floor and into a room that resembled more of a cathedral than the living room that it was. He reached the back door and stepped outside, down the flagstone path to where Ringo was sitting under an arbor, sipping a neat bourbon and reading a book whose author Andrés couldn’t pronounce properly. By Ringo’s prodding, Andrés had taken up a reading of it, but couldn’t slog through even the first couple chapters. Reading, especially in English, did not come easily. The author was Machiavelli. The book, The Prince. Ringo sat on a white wicker chair, his sandaled feet resting on a matching ottoman.  

      Andrés stepped under the trellis and politely leaned forward. “Hey, Jefe.” 

      Ringo looked up from his book and smiled at his trusted associate. “Andrés,” he said, letting it come easily off his mouth, sounding like An-drays and allowing the ‘s’ to slither off. What’s the word, my friend?”

      Andrés’s face was tight with the nature of the news. “We have a problem down in Miami.”

      Ringo slowly picked up the bookmark lying on his knee and wedged it in the book. He closed it and set it on his wide thigh. 

      Andrés continued. “Aldrich just called. He said a hose is about to burst within Cripta. The spigot is about to come off.” Andrés’s jaw was set hard. He was angry.  

      Ringo leaned his head back and looked up at the Japanese honeysuckle intertwined in the open slats of the terrace covering. The sweet perfume of the vine’s pale, tubular flowers reached its zenith each day after the sunlight peaked and rolled down toward the horizon. He loved honeysuckle, if for nothing else than for the subtle and sinister reason that the vine tended to escape cultivation, run off into the wild, and strangle every bush and tree it climbed. Its sweet scent led children and adults alike to think only of its myrrh, nothing of its intent. 

      It appeared that it was time to strangle someone in Miami. Ringo thought he had made a friend down in Cripta Santo. He almost frowned, but didn’t. Perhaps it was time for another lesson in respect. Time for a lesson for the youth of his world to show respect to their elders to keep them fed. Millennials. They just didn’t have the wits or the drive or the commitments of their forefathers. Ringo set his hands on the arms of the chair, closed his eyes. “Tell him to get it taken care of. And tell him to make it public. If they won’t respect me for my love and care for them, then they will respect me because they fear me.” He picked up Machiavelli with his hammy fingers and turned to a page in the front. “Listen, Andrés. Listen carefully, my friend.” He began to read. “‘Since love and fear can hardly exist together, if we must choose between them, it is far safer to be feared than loved.’”

      Andrés nodded. “Wise words, Ringo.” Andrés stood under the trellis, intrigued by his boss. Anyone else, on hearing the report he just delivered, would have at least shown a hint of anxiety, a whiff of discomfort, even anger. But not Ringo. A loose strand in Miami could be flapping in the breeze right now, giving them all away. Ringo’s eyes and cheeks remained as calm as if Andrés had just told him that his bath was ready.

      “Machiavelli,” Ringo said, “understood the necessity of subjects being motivated. This is what even my associate César does not understand. César Solorzano thinks that you start with fear. Fear is his only weapon. But the enlightened will put a value on love, even if it’s not absolute, even if it’s only a means to an end. They’ll love, because love garners respect, and what man ever lived long and saw goods days without having respect?” 

      He looked back at Andrés, his face set hard, his disposition still relaxed. “Tell Aldrich the time for fear has come.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      Ellie stepped out of the elevator and into the lobby of the Tampa skyrise. Her pumps clicked along the marble as she made her way to the revolving door. She stopped when she heard her phone ring and flipped open her—or rather, Shirley’s—clutch, pulled out the phone, and answered.

      “Hey, Garrett.”

      “Ellie. Are you done up there?” 

      “Yes. I’m walking out now.”

      “How did it go?” Garrett asked.

      “We’ll see. I made Shirley's intention clear enough. As long as Glitch has done his job making me look credible online, then hopefully we’re good.” Glitch was the office’s IT director. “Ball is in their court. It could be that neither of the men I met with are tied into any knowledge of the drug trade down our way. If not, we’ll try another angle.”

      “Great. Hey, listen. We just had a lead come in from Miami. Some young guy just walked into a police station down there and offered up information on his drug network. A network that he said originates in our neck of the woods.”

      Ellie stopped and stared at a potted palm. “You’re kidding me. Who’s he connected with?”

      “You ready for this? Ringo.”

      Ellie blinked. She and Mark had only heard his name mentioned once, but the context made them think that Ringo had strong hands in the local drug trade. “Are they sure?”

      “We’re not sure of anything at this point. He said the guy who came in wants to be transferred out of the county before he talks. The lieutenant who called me said the guy is skittish and is worried about being in Miami. I’m heading down there now. I told them not to transfer him until I get there.”

      “What did the lieutenant tell you about him?” Ellie pressed.

      “Not a lot. He’s been in the clink a couple times for running coke down there. Suspected of a couple murders but not enough to pin him for them. Said he’s connected with Cripta Santo, a tough gang down there.”

      Ellie started walking again. “It’s going to take me a good four hours to get down there. You think I should come?” She pulled her phone away from her ear and looked at the time as she walked out the revolving door. “It’s almost five.”

      “Yes. Start heading that way. I want to get a conversation in tonight before the kid changes his mind. You should be there.”

      Ellie quickened her pace and walked along the sidewalk toward the parking garage. “What do you think his angle is?” she asked.

      “Who knows? They all want something. Whoever this Ringo guy is I’m prepared to give this kid just about whatever the hell he wants if it all checks out.” 

      “I’m leaving downtown in rush hour,” she said. “I’ll get down there as fast as I can.”

      
        
        _______________

      

      

      Garrett depressed the accelerator, and the Ford Expedition lurched above eighty-five miles an hour. He would take Interstate 75 south to Naples and keep on it when it turned east to Miami. At this pace he could be there in under two hours. 

      Manuel Saucedo was at the Grapeland Heights substation in Flagami, a predominantly Hispanic neighborhood in central-east Miami. Garrett had called the DEA in Miami and requested that they send a local agent to make sure they didn’t transfer Saucedo before he arrived. Fortunately, the kid said he would only speak with the DEA if Detective Mendez was present. Garrett didn’t know who the detective was or why Manuel had requested to speak with him. Maybe they had some kind of history together. 

      Garrett had received a call from the Flagami station three minutes ago informing him that discussions were being had to transfer Manuel to the South Station in Little Havana. The thought was that he would be safer, out of reach of anyone on the street who happened to get wind that Saucedo was about to talk.  

      Garrett switched to the far left lane and sighed nervously. This Saucedo kid was a big deal.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      It was almost dark.

      In ten minutes the sky would be as dark as the clothing he wore. The ski mask, like the rest of his clothing, was a navy blue, almost black from a distance. The figure swung the strap of his duffle bag over his shoulder and scrambled three stories up the building’s side ladder to the roof of the warehouse. He walked around the air conditioning units and plumbing vents to the other side. The building was an old fiberglass factory now used to store unclaimed freight out of Miami harbor. It was one of several, and this one, being so far from the water, was the resting place of containers, boxes, and bins that had been orphaned and not claimed for over eighteen months. 

      It was a perfect spot. 

      According to his rangefinder, the distance was three hundred and fifty-three yards to the side door of the station, the door from which they would escort Manuel Saucedo from the building and out to the transport vehicle. After taking a wind reading, he took his notebook from the bag and scratched his calculations down, factoring in elevation drop, crosswind, temperature, and humidity. He would have a single opportunity to engage the target. Accuracy was paramount. The figure unzipped the canvas bag, removed a .300 Win Mag sniper rifle, and screwed on a Carnivore suppressor. He grabbed a black blanket and positioned it on the coping cap. Setting the barrel of the gun on the blanket, he looked through the scope and clicked in based on his calculations. 

      The order had come down, and he had responded. Now all he had to do was wait. So he waited. Like an eagle scanning the wild grass of the valleys for a mouse in hiding. 

      Except he knew where its hole was. 

      
        
        _______________

      

      

      When Garrett pulled up to the Grapeland Heights substation, he was met with the flashing blue and red lights of a dozen police cruisers flanking the west side of the building. He pulled into a parking space and got out. Something wasn’t right, that was for certain. He walked through the front doors, and a flustered young man in uniform met him from behind a desk. Garrett didn’t wait for a greeting. “What’s happening out there?” he asked. 

      “Umm…” the young man didn’t seem to know how to respond. Garrett pulled out his badge. “I’m DEA. I’m here to speak with a Detective Mendez and a Manuel Saucedo.”

      The officer’s wide eyes widened. “I...well...there was a problem earlier. Mr. Saucedo was shot.”

      
        
        _______________

      

      

      Ellie had just glanced at the GPS on her phone when Garrett called. According to the app, she had forty-five minutes before she arrived in Miami. She pressed the button on the Silverado’s steering wheel, causing the Bluetooth to kick in and allowing her to speak hands free.   

      “Hey, Garrett. You in Miami?”

      “Ellie.”

      Her shoulders tensed. Garrett’s emotional intelligence was off the charts. He was never moody and didn’t show an abundance of whatever he might be feeling at a given time. It was one of the qualities that made him an excellent leader and good at his job. There had been very few times in her life when someone had spoken her name with such concern. The first when when her father sat her down on the front steps when she was five years old and told her that her mother had died. The second time was when Major had gotten a call through to her when she was in Afghanistan to tell her that her father had been killed in an automobile accident. Or, at least, that’s what they had all thought. Now, whatever Garrett had to say, something was wrong. 

      “Garrett,” she said. “What’s wrong?”

      The line was quiet for a moment before he answered. Ellie could only hear the drone of her truck as it sped through the final stretch of Alligator Alley. 

      “They got him,” he said.

      “What do you mean? They transferred him? I thought you got them to wait.”

      “No. I mean they got to him. He’s dead, Ellie. They killed him.”

      Ellie squinted into a pair of oncoming headlights, squinted into Garrett’s statement, trying to get clarity. “Killed him? Who, the Saucedo kid?”

      His answer was compact, like the finality found in the discharge of a gun. “Yes.”

      Ellie didn’t brake, but she stopped accelerating. There was no longer a need to drive fifteen miles over the speed limit. 

      
        
        _______________

      

      

      Garrett hung up with Ellie and walked back around to the side of the building. The bushes, cars, and grass were pulsing with the bright reflection of the cruiser’s lights. He stepped up to the yellow tape and held out his badge as he ducked underneath.

      A dozen officers were huddled together near the metal door on the side of the station. An ambulance, its rear doors shut, sat just beyond. Crime scene had not yet arrived. 

      “Garrett,” someone yelled. He looked toward a man standing near the wall. It was Joel Deavers, Special Agent with the DEA’s Miami office. “Joel,” he said. They shook hands. “How did this happen?”

      Deavers shrugged then jutted his chin behind Garrett. Garrett turned and looked out to a three-story building a quarter mile away. 

      “That’s where the shooter was,” Deavers said. Garrett could see flashlight beams cut through the darkness, officers up there looking for clues: casing, clothing fibers, fingerprints. “Whoever it was, they were ready.” He pointed toward the exterior door. “From the threshold of that door to the cruiser was five feet. Maybe six. In that span the shooter got him clean.” Deavers started walking toward the huddle and nudged his way through. Garrett followed. A uniformed man was taking pictures, and a lady in slacks and a polo was squatting down, looking over the body of Manuel Saucedo. Garrett took her for the detective. They stopped ten feet from the body. There was no need to go any further. The body lay crumpled on the ground, Manuel’s back leaning against the stucco wall. Several feet up, the wall’s cream color was splattered with red blood and small chunks of the young man’s brain. His body lay on its side, the face, or what was left of the face, pointing away from the building. His right cheekbone, eye, and brow were gone. The other half of his face looked eerily calm, as though he had accepted his fate and was waiting for enlightenment. A bulletproof vest clung to his chest, unnecessary and unused. 

      “Just him?” Garrett asked Deavers. “No one else was shot?”

      “Just him. One round fired.” 

      Garrett stopped and looked at Deavers. He shook his head. “Poor kid. Did he give Detective Mendez anything?” 

      “Nothing really. That’s why we were transferring him. He said he wasn’t safe here, that it was too close to his haunts. We told him we had an agent who was almost here—you—and that it wouldn’t take long to question him once you got here. He was convinced that he hadn’t been followed but said if someone found out there could be swift consequences. He got more nervous with every passing hour. He was about to walk. We didn’t have any reason to keep him. He came in on his own accord and could leave that way. So to make him feel better we decided to move him. I was about to call and tell you when it happened.” Deavers looked back in the direction of the body. He sighed. “Whoever he was in with is one hasty SOB.” 

      Garrett set his hands on his hips. “So he didn’t give you anything? He directly said he had info on what was going on up my way.” Garrett focused on Deavers’ eyes as he waited for a reply. There had been tension between some agents in the Miami office and those in the regional agency offices, with the former holding back information so they could pursue leads first. It left Garrett’s office with a disadvantage when it came to tracking local activity. Hands had been slapped, but nothing substantial had been done to change things.  

      “I wish he had, Garrett. You can watch the interview tapes if you want. What little there is. Like I said, Manuel was clear that he didn’t feel comfortable talking until he was safe. He almost walked because we were waiting on you. We got a few nuggets, but all of those were local to Miami, most of which we already knew. He hadn’t gotten to the good stuff yet.”

      Garrett heard the muffled sounds of a chopper coming in from the east. He and Deavers watched as it flew over the station and toward the building beyond, splaying its searchlight around the area. Deavers kicked at a tuft of grass. “They aren't going to find anything. Everything about this was clean and well executed.”

      Garrett sighed and looked back at the chopper. Its spotlight was searching the ground at the perimeter of the warehouse. “Who’s going to lead the investigation on this murder?” 

      Deavers shrugged. “No clue. Probably that detective over there by the body. Hopkins, I think it is.”  

      Garrett would get his office to work with the detective in the event that the investigation came up with something meaningful. Garrett said, “If Manuel wasn’t followed here, then there’s a leak somewhere. This office or yours.”

      Deavers shot him a defensive and slightly annoyed look. “Not my office. I didn’t tell anyone yet. It was just a routine interview on my end. Heck, I didn’t even get to ask him much. It could be a leak in your office, you know.”

      “No,” Garrett said. “Same on my end. I only told one of my agents, and I trust her with all I’ve got.” He looked back up at the roof of the warehouse building. “Whoever leaked it didn't just know he was here. They also knew he was being transferred. They would have had what, a three or four second window to nail him from the time the door opened to the time he ducked into the back seat? That’s not enough time to swivel from the front door to the side and make a shot like that. Not unless they were highly trained.”

      “That’s what I was thinking,” Deavers said. “Exactly what I was thinking.”
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      He had never been here at this hour. Not at one o’clock in the morning. Not when it was eerily quiet and there wasn’t even the thin hum of distant traffic on the breeze. The only sounds he heard were a few grunts and shuffles. 

      Kyle Armstrong stood in a dark corner of his warehouse filled with dread and a mild case of nausea, watching one of his trucks being loaded with a new batch of his five year rum. 

      And cocaine.

      He didn’t know how he would do it going forward, but for tonight Kyle had canceled his contract with his security company. Maybe with the next company he would tell them that he only needed their services during the weekdays and that he would cover it via another means on the weekends. But then that would probably run the risk of raising a red flag. “You don’t want us watching your warehouse one or two nights a week? Sure, no problem. This is South Florida, so a lot of our clients do that on the nights they are loading drugs. What days would you like us not to come?” 

      There were five men in all. They had shown up exactly when they said they would. Not a minute early. Two of them looked like supervisors, standing near the truck watching the other three load it up. 

      One of them, the tall, hairy guy—he looked like a mountain man, but not as wide—walked up to him. “Why are you standing way over here?”

      “Because I don’t want anything to do with what you guys are up to.”

      He nodded. “But you’re letting us use your trucks to distribute. That sounds a lot like you have something to do with it.”

      “Look here, Bud, I—”

      “Chewy.”

      “What?”

      “Chewy. That’s my name. Not ‘Bud.’” He turned and pointed to another man watching the truck being loaded. “And that there is Andrés.”

      “Okay, Chew-y. Fine. Look, I’m not doing this because I want to. I’m doing it because the man you work for is forcing me to. This isn’t what I wanted.”

      “Your agreement with Ringo is between you and him. I have only ever known him to be a very fair man. I’m sorry you see things differently.”

      “Fair? You’ve got to be kid—”

      “Mr. Armstrong, I’m not interested in hearing about your sense of injustice. I only came out here to see why you were hanging about in the shadows. If you would like, since we are currently working with your equipment, I thought you might like to see how we are doing things.”

      Kyle narrowed his gaze on the man in front of him.

      “After all, it might help you sleep better at night knowing that one of your trucks heading up I-75 is perfectly secure.”

      Kyle thought about it, realized the man had a point, then nodded reluctantly. “Okay.” He followed Chewy to the rear of the twenty-five-foot dry freight truck. The man called Andrés looked Latino or Mexican and had a high protruding forehead and a sharp nose. His head was mowed down to the scalp on both sides, and the long black hair on top was pulled back into a short ponytail. Kyle nodded curtly at the man.

      Chewy stepped up to the truck’s open cargo door, grabbed a box, and slid it out to the edge. He ran a sharp fingernail across the cellophane tape and opened the flaps. “Here. Take a look.” 

      Kyle stepped closer and leaned in. There were twelve bottles of rum set in a cardboard grid.

      “Pretty cool, you think?”

      “Where’s….where’s your...stuff?” Kyle asked meekly. 

      Andrés smiled. Chewy didn’t. Chewy said, “At the bottom. For the sake of time, I won’t remove it. The box has a false bottom.”

      Kyle looked quizzically at the box, stamped with his logo. “But my boxes are custom to my bottle sizes. There isn’t any room for a false bottom. The flaps wouldn’t close.”

      “These aren’t your boxes. They’re ours.”

      “You had your own boxes made with my logo?”

      Chewy and Andrés looked at each other, nodded, then looked back at Kyle and nodded again. 

      “Geez, Louise,” Kyle groaned. “How much of your product is in each box?”

      “Just under a kilogram. Two pounds each. They’ll go directly to our drop point, and the bottles will be switched back into your own boxes and sent along your normal route.”

      Andrés leaned in and said in a thick accent, “Ringo sends his thanks. He is really not so bad, you know. Once you start working with him. He likes you, Kyle. I think that he really does.” 

      Kyle nodded half-heartedly and then walked back to his darkened corner of the warehouse to watch them finish loading. Chewy was right. Being back here did make him feel cleaner. It did make him feel morally superior. He wasn’t the one loading up that truck. He wasn’t the one driving it. And it was he who didn't want to be doing this. And yet here they were. Loading his trucks with his permission. It was the closest thing he had ever experienced to a real nightmare. His forehead felt warm and his throat sticky. He had put everything he had into this distillery. All his education, his money, his time, his dreams. And now he stood here watching a few thugs load up his truck with cocaine. It was beyond belief. 

      He couldn’t tell them to stop, to get out of his warehouse and he was going to call the cops on them if he ever saw them again. If he knew one thing, Kyle knew he couldn’t do that. Just the very thought of Ringo sent a slow, systematic chill down every one of his vertebrae. He was a slave now, a slave to Ringo’s whims and wishes. And yet, he is really not so bad, you know. Suddenly, Andrés’s comment jogged something loose from beneath the layers of Kyle’s memory, a seemingly small and insignificant detail from his last conversation with Ringo. Kyle stared at the concrete floor and absentmindedly shuffled his feet, trying to pinpoint just what it was, what it was that he had subconsciously noticed about Ringo.

      It was his eyes, that cold look in his eyes. No, it wasn’t that. It was his eyes, yes; certainly his eyes. But it wasn’t only the coldness in them. That was definitely there. But what dawned on Kyle as he stood there watching men load drugs onto his truck was that he had also seen something else behind those eyes. He hadn’t seen it then, when Ringo was sitting in his office chair, when Ringo was talking to him or grabbing up a free case of his rum. But he did now, and it came to him as a revelation of sorts. And it wasn’t just kindness. It was...well, what exactly was it? And that’s when it hit him. It hit him right in the old gray matter that what he had seen in Ringo’s eyes, far under the layer of power and control, beneath the willingness do to violence to those who opposed him, was a warmth, a tenderness, perhaps. Not toward Kyle, certainly not. But for someone or something. 

      Suddenly, Kyle began to wonder if Ringo might be more complex than the cliché strong man who enters your house and forces you to do his will.  

      Chewy called to him. Kyle snapped from his internal musings and walked over to the truck.
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      Ellie snuck the broom under a table leg and slid a hardened french fry out into the pile of crumbs and sand on The Salty Mangrove’s small restaurant floor. Grabbing the dustpan she stuck it beside the pile and brushed in the debris. She emptied it into the trashcan and started sweeping the other half of the floor. She thought about yesterday's events. How she had met Paul Greenberg and Trigg Deneford in Tampa and whether or not one of them might be involved with dealing drugs in Lee County. She thought about Ringo, whoever he was, and how he or his people had executed Manuel Saucedo in cold blood. Whatever information the young man had, it had died with him. Local investigators would question known associates of Cripta Santo, his family, and those who lived in his neighborhood. But it would just be a formality. No one was going to talk, to speak up about suppliers or killers. That just wasn’t their way, which was one of the reasons Manuel’s willingness to talk was such a big break. She thought about the pilot on the plane who had crashed not a hundred yards from where she was now and the picture that had surfaced of his wife and son. 

      The wood-framed screen door behind her creaked on its spring. “From Southern belle to janitor?” 

      Ellie turned to see Mark and Garrett standing in the doorway. “Quite the contrast,” Garrett finished. They walked in and allowed the door to smack closed behind them. 

      Ellie dumped the contents of the dustpan into the trash. “Hey, guys. What’s up?”

       Garrett said, “I know you’re off the clock today, so kick us out if you want to.”

      She sighed. “I did want a day off, but I know there’s a lot to discuss after what happened yesterday.”

      The both nodded and stood there silently. “Have a seat over there,” she said. “It’s not lunchtime yet, but do you want anything? I can heat something up. Anything to drink?”

      “We’re good,” Mark said. “Thanks.” He and Garrett took a seat at a corner table that gave them a view over the railing toward the south end of the shattered pier.  

      Major had just received clearance from the Sheriff's Office to begin rebuilding the pier. The yellow crime scene tape had been replaced with orange construction fencing and a sign that kindly asked people to keep back until repairs were made. Major and a dock hand would do most of work themselves, and he was hopeful that they would have it completed by the end of next week. 

      Ellie walked through the doorway into the small kitchen and out to the bar. She set the broom in a corner and hung the dustpan back on its nail and then stepped over to the tub sink and washed her hands. After filling a glass with ice and sweet tea, Ellie went back into the indoor seating area. The Wangs would be at the bar in a half hour, signalling that the bar was open for the day. In the meantime the place was empty and provided a private place to talk. Ellie sat down at the table across from Mark. Garrett was perched on a chair at the table’s side. He had turned the chair around and was resting his forearms against the back.

      Ellie took a sip of her tea and set it on the table. “So where do you want to start?” she asked. 

      Mark looked at Garrett who nodded at him as if giving permission.

      “What?” Ellie said cautiously. “What’s wrong?”

      “The pilot who died in the crash,” Mark said. “We identified him. His name is Javier Duarte. The medical examiner found him through a random dental record. A root canal performed over five years ago in Gainesville.”

      “He’s from the U.S.?”

      Garrett shook his head. “It doesn’t seem like it. Like Mark said, the dental record was random. The clinic was a cash-only setup for illegals, the underprivileged, and homeless. They were shut down three years ago because of malpractice complaints. Apparently, some underworked or over-diligent government employee thought it a good idea to take all their records and scan them into the system. That’s how we made the connection to Duarte. Odds are that he was in country illegally and had to get his pain resolved in a hurry. We couldn’t find anything on him having a U.S. visa or ever having visited the land of the free legally.”

      “Does he lead us anywhere?” Ellie asked.

      Mark smiled. “That’s why we’re here. He does. As best we can tell Duarte was born in Mexico and then sometime over the last ten or so years moved to Cuba. He has a second cousin whose parents came to the U.S. when he was younger. His cousin is a U.S. citizen. Born in Iowa, got his bachelor's degree at Michigan State, and then did a short stint with the Air Force before getting out and moving to Fort Myers.”

      “You’re joking? He’s related to Eric Cardoza?”

      Mark nodded. Garrett said, “So you both need to find out Cardoza's true role. Is he just a piece on the board or is he a hand moving some of them? He’s low-level at Hawkwing, keeping an eye on a transition point for the runners. You both saw him at the stash house at Ridgeside, and he seemed angry at whoever Ringo is. Obviously they aren’t playing for the same team. So did Cardoza bring his cousin into the business or did it happen the other way around? Is Cardoza a pawn or a player?”   

      “We’ll get on it,” Ellie said. “We still don’t have any proper connections to Mateo Nunez.”

      “I know,” Garrett said. “All known associations thus far are connected to Nunez, but we still don’t have anything directly. He seems to have descended into some pretty deep shadows while leaving his goons at the surface. He’s as elusive as he’s ever been.”

      Mark looked at Garrett. “I don’t know about you, but this investigation is becoming more than I bargained for. I can’t keep digging and searching like this and maintain my standard obligations.” He looked at his boss as if waiting for a solution. When Ellie came on with the DEA two months ago, Garrett had limited resources to give her and had only been able to assign Mark to her on a part-time basis. 

      “I know,” Garrett replied. “Tell you what. Get on this full time. I’ll get heat from the Miami office once they notice. That might take a few weeks, so work fast. No pressure, but I’ve got a lot riding on the two of you.”

      “Not two,” Mark grinned. “Three. You forget the lovely Shirley Dunham.”
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      Ellie idled her boat over to the lift and cut the engine. She navigated it onto the bunk boards and activated the button for the lift. Its hinges and gears groaned as it took the full weight of the boat and slowly brought it out of the canal’s salty water. She released the button, and it stopped its upward ascent. Citrus barked at her, waiting for permission to disembark. She nodded at him. He barked again, jumped out of the boat, and took off around the front of the house. Ellie gathered her few personal items and stepped onto the top of the retaining wall and then onto the grass of her backyard. Turning back to the boat lift, she set her finger against the button again and brought the Bayliner the rest of the way out of the water. She had gone out for just under two hours, and her skin was already carrying a fresh tan endowed by the Florida sunshine. Being out on the water was the best place in the world to think, to relax and forget, even for a while, that the world was full of shadows and unrest. She hadn’t fished, but Citrus jumped out a few times and paddled around in the water before going back to the boat and letting his owner help him back inside. She had started out slowly navigating her way to the north side of Sanibel and into Tarpon Bay before leaving there and heading east around Sanibel Lighthouse and moving out into more open water. After a half hour she navigated back into the Sound and chugged slowly around Chino and York Islands before coming back to Pine Island and making her way back up the sleepy canal.  

      Her time on the water helped her think, process, and plan, and these days there seemed to be an increased need for all three. The investigation had her primary focus, but there wasn’t a minute that went by when Ellie wasn’t aching to find out the truth about her father. If that was him in the photo, and she was convinced that it was, then that meant she might see him again. It could mean that whatever he was doing, when he was done, he might come back to her.   

      But there was a sour side to it all that she couldn’t fully keep at bay. Ryan Wilcox had left her no interpretation of the photo at all, good or bad. Her father could be working undercover and had to fake his own death until his mission had concluded. Or on the darker end, he might actually be working for the other side. Ryan may have stumbled on his presence in something sinister. Her gut told her that wasn’t right. Her father was a good man, the best, in fact. But her gut had also betrayed her these last two years. Not once had her Spidey-Senses tingled and made her question the authenticity of her father’s death. 

      And then there was the investigation itself; the progress they had made but how much they still didn’t know. There was a quiet, but persistent voice in the back of her mind. A little voice telling her that Adam Stark’s killer was long gone, that she would never find anyone remotely connected to it. 

      She silenced the voice and moved on, wondering about Katie—her sister—and whether or not they would ever have a relationship again. She missed her. They used to be so close. Katie and little Chloe should be here. They should be enjoying life together. There was, after all, so very much to enjoy. 

      Citrus burst back into the small backyard and flopped down. He gyrated on his back, all fours in the air, like he was nigh to a seizure. Ellie picked up the hose, and the spigot squealed as she turned it. Citrus’s ears perked up. “Here you go, little man.” She turned the hose toward him and pulled back on the sprayer handle. The flow of water shot toward him. He yapped at the water and bounced around as if the water had come straight down out of heaven. Ellie sprayed him, getting most of the water in the grass because of the dog’s movements, but finally she was convinced that the salty water was rinsed away. She turned off the water and recoiled the hose. Citrus licked the water droplets off his muzzle and shook. 

      Ellie pushed open the glass door and stepped into the house. “Let me know when you’re dry,” she told the dog, “and I’ll let you in.” He barked his agreement, laid on his back, and slithered around in the sun. She shut the door behind her and set her keys, water bottle, and sunglasses on the table.

      That’s when the phone chirped. These days Ellie had three cell phones to manage. One was her personal Android; the second was her work phone, an iPhone provided by the DEA for all official business. The third she had gotten just this week, another iPhone also given to her by the DEA, the personal phone number for Miss Shirley Dunham. Up to now, she had never heard it ring—no one had a reason to call it—and it had a distinct chime. Harpsichord, maybe. It was sitting on the kitchen counter. She took a few steps toward it and picked it up. There were no contacts programmed in, so a name didn’t appear, only a number with an area code that she was unfamiliar with. This would either be a call for her new persona or it would be a misplaced call, a telemarketer possibly wanting to sell her on a timeshare or new credit card. Either way, the DEA had scrubbed the number and had provided it to Hawkwing. By all accounts Paul Greenberg had made it clear that he wasn’t interested in bringing the North Georgian aristocrat into their services. Still, it could be them. She closed her eyes for two full seconds and let out a breath. When she opened them, she was Shirley Dunham. She answered the phone, inflecting Shirley’s accent. 

      “Hello, this is Shirley.”

      The voice on the other end of the line was deep and did not belong to Paul Greenberg. “Miss Dunham. Hello, this is Trigg Deneford. We met at the Hawkwing offices earlier this week?”

      “Why, yes. Hello, Mr. Deneford. What can I do for you?” She padded down the short hallway to the small room used as an office in an effort to distance herself from Citrus, who, as soon as he was dry, if not before, would bark persistently through the glass to let her know he was to be let in. She quietly shut the door behind her. 

      “I would like to know if we could meet to continue our discussion. I am sorry that Mr. Greenberg cut it short. He was trying to squeeze you in before another meeting and, in my opinion, was impolite in the process. I hope we didn’t leave you with the impression that we are not interested in working with you.”

      She paused and waited a couple breaths before answering. “Well, in fact, that is most certainly what you left me with. It should not come as a surprise to you that I am now discussions with a couple of your competitors. I believe you are familiar with Alegias?”

      “Please let me apologize for the impression, Miss Dunham. I can assure you that Hawkwing is certainly interested in serving your needs, and I am deeply sorry for any offense toward you.”

      Again, she paused. “Thank you for the apology. To be direct, I am no longer interested in pursuing a relationship with your company. As I indicated, I believe another company will fit my needs properly.”

      “Yes. Of course. However, would it be too much for me to ask you for another chance to speak with you in person? I am happy to come to you. You are a business woman. I’m sure we can work something out.”

      Ellie smiled. Shirley sighed for emphasis. “I...suppose that would be all right. Where do you have in mind?”
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      After discussing Miss Dunham's general location with her, Trigg Deneford had recommended Cougar Paw Country Club in Bonita Bay. That was three days ago, and Ellie had worked with her office to prepare for the meeting. 

      She purchased another outfit, borrowed coordinating jewelry from a wealthy family friend up the island who had a virtual treasure of diamonds, sapphires, and emeralds, and rented an unlabeled Audi A8 for the day. Garrett had expressed a concern about the costs involved with her new identity. As it was, he reminded her, he didn’t have a line item in the budget for Nordstrom, and he had already exercised a measure of creativity just to get her on his part-time payroll, and these extra expenses were going to stick out on a spreadsheet like a shark’s fin in shallow water. Ellie had convinced him that working the Shirley Dunham angle was essential. Once again the toxic bureaucracy of the agency reared its decrepit head. Here she and Mark were, in a very short time, making real inroads into the source of the drug supply coming into their area, and it made her boss nervous, wondering how he could legitimately hide the funding or would draw it from the accounting margins. Jobs like this were the ones that should be getting the resources. It made Ellie think of a deep-sea fisherman sent out without any poles. Only those fishing the shallows got the poles, not those going for the bigger fish. 

      Ellie turned off West Terry Street and brought the Audi to a stop at the guard station that stood at the entrance to the Cougar Paw Country Club and golf course. The guard checked her reservation then motioned her on: “Have a good day, ma’am.” The asphalt ended just before the gate house when it became perfectly laid cobblestone. The road up was lined with queen and royal palms, hibiscus, and bromeliads.

      Ellie pulled up underneath the porte cochère, and before she got the vehicle in park a valet was standing just off her door. He waited for her to disengage the transmission and to put her hand on the door handle before he opened it from the outside. “Hello, Miss Dunham,” he said. Apparently, the guard at the front had called ahead. She set her heels on the small square stones and stepped from the car, taking her navy Senreve handbag with her. She looked at the young man’s name tag and pressed a twenty dollar bill into his hand. “Thank you, Joseph.”

      “Thank you,” he said. “Your lunch guest is Mr. Deneford?”

      “Yes. Is he here yet?”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      “Good. Thank you again.” Joseph dipped into the car and shut the door. Ellie walked toward the carved oak doors of the clubhouse, and, after they opened to her automatically, she crossed the blue and gold patterned carpet to the dining room. She gave the head waiter her name, and he led her across the room toward a table looking out over the practice green.  

      Trigg Deneford had not come up in any of the initial reports Ellie’s office had provided on Hawkwing’s regional leadership. In the last two days they had discovered what Ellie’s gut had informed her of during her visit to Tampa. Trigg was ex-Special Forces. There had been the subtle shift of a single shoulder, the slide of his neck, the pinching at the end of a sleeve—all motions that Ellie picked up on. Motions that belied him not being at home in a suit. He had a strong neck, a thick, but perfectly trimmed beard, and his muscles filled out the suit. He was probably more comfortable in a t-shirt and a pair of cargo pants. Trigg had spent thirteen years in the Navy, the last seven with the SEALS, finally exiting the military three years ago. For all they could see, Trigg had no previous corporate experience. He had left the military and disappeared from any and all radar for fourteen months before resurfacing at Hawkwing just two years ago. It was intriguing to say the least. 

      He wore smoky blue slacks and a custom fitted white dress shirt that had the top two buttons undone. His beard was as perfectly groomed as it was during their first meeting. He was handsome and defined. Trigg stood as she approached the table and offered her his hand. She took it, they exchanged greetings, and she sat down across the table from him. A waiter appeared and took their drink order. 

      “Thank you for meeting me,” he said.

      “Yes, of course. I do hope you’ll make this worth my time, Mr. Deneford. Like my father, I am not one to be frivolous with hours or minutes.”

      “Please, call me Trigg. And yes, I’ll make sure this is worth your time.”

      Before he could continue, Shirley said, “So, tell me about yourself, Trigg. I’m sure you know that your clients like to know who they are doing business with. I seemed to have a clear enough picture of Mr. Greenberg’s resume but honestly have not been able to find much on you.” She smiled politely, but slightly forced, ensuring that she gave Deneford the impression that she was not fully convinced that hiring his firm was in her best interest.

      “Fair enough. Well,” he began. “I was in the Navy for some time and got out a few years ago.”

      “You retired?”

      “No. Just got out. It was time for a change.” 

      “And how did you end up working with Hawkwing?” 

      “I led a private detail with the Navy for several years, and that gave me a knowledge of security.” 

      Shirley nodded and looked at her menu. Trigg thought he was having lunch with a southern aristocrat, not one of the U.S. government’s most highly trained assets. In her early days, when she was in the middle of an eighteen-month training program intended to break her down and remold her into something the government could use, Ellie had been sent to the Naval Special Warfare Training Center in Coronado, California, to enter and complete BUD/S, the SEAL’s six-month training course that included three phases: Basic Conditioning, Diving, and Land Warfare. Outside of this, two of her former teammates on Team 99 had been SEALs, so she was fully aware of what Trigg could mean by ‘private detail.’ It meant one of two things: either Trigg had commanded of a team of Navy SEALS, or he’d led a group of elite soldiers that provided bodyguard services for high-level politicians or foreign emissaries. Teams like that were virtually unknown to the wider world, but they existed to provide safety for high-stakes players when meetings and deals were done under the table and out of earshot of the press. Situations where the U.S. government was seeking to influence a specific region and was willing to negotiate with the local leadership for it. Such meetings would utilize private details. Ellie didn’t press him for clarification on his terms. She had other questions.

      “So how did you end up at Hawkwing?” 

      The waiter set their drinks down, soda water with lime for Ellie, unsweet tea for Trigg. He took their order and left them alone again. “A friend of mine knew I was getting ready to get out, so he made a recommendation. They are a good company to work for.” Then he said, like he felt he needed to, “Paul Greenberg, he doesn’t always have the most graceful bedside manner. He’s excellent at client management, however.”

      “Very good,” she said, apparently satisfied.

      Trigg took a sip of his drink. “So, how about yourself, if you don’t mind me asking.”

      “By all means. What else would you like to know?”

      “To be forthright, we were not able to find much on you, either. 

      “Well, I should hope not. I should like a refund if you had.”

      Trigg’s brows lowered. “How do you mean?” 

      “My father, you see, he was a prodigy of sorts. He started with nothing. My grandfather was a poor farmer from Alabama, and my father grew up working the cotton fields his entire childhood. He would be dog-tired by the end of every day—school, working in the fields—but would stay up reading stacks of books and sketching out in a notebook whatever came to his mind: ideas and their connections and implications. Anyway, his teachers began to notice that he was different—and he was. My father, he had photographic memory. He could read a full-length book in under two hours and could recite over eight percent of it. After much persuading by teachers and tutors, my grandparents allowed him to go to college when he was twelve. He graduated from Auburn at fourteen, and a year later invented an advanced microchip for use in early computers. He was a savant, my father, and from the time he was a young boy had quite garnered the attention of the local media. I’ll deprive you of all the details. Suffice it to say that my father grew wary of the scrutiny and spent a great deal of care ensuring that the privacy of both he and his family were secured. After he died I hired a data firm out of Atlanta to expunge any news related to the distribution of his estate and myself as the heir. Let’s just say that we Dunhams like being out of the spotlight. It must stem from the small country farming life residing in our blood,” she laughed. 

      “I see,” he said, eyeing her as if he were deciding whether or not to believe her. “How about you then? Tell me about Shirley Dunham.”

      “I’m afraid there isn’t too much to know about me. I went to elementary school in Marietta, high school there at Oak Ridge, and received my degree in communications from Auburn. Sadly, I didn’t inherit my father’s brilliance,” she smiled. “And I did not inherit my mother’s wits.” Mark had spent yesterday researching Ellie’s cover name and found schools in North Georgia with a record of a real life Shirley Dunham around Ellie’s age. He had gone online and pulled the archived yearbook from Oak Ridge and discovered that the real Shirley Dunham showed an uncanny resemblance to a teenage Ellie O’Conner. In the event Trigg checked her out, there wouldn’t be a problem. He wouldn’t, she knew. Speaking in specifics as she was now instead in generalities went a long way to establish trust. Besides, Ellie knew Trigg most likely invited her to lunch to discuss something beyond her being a client of his security firm. 

      She didn’t have to wait much longer. 

      The waiter brought their food; Shirley’s baked quail with steamed vegetables, Trigg’s fried mahi over a bed of rice, glazed with basil butter. He took a bite, swallowed, then said, “I think I can say that we would like to represent you as your partner in security for both your island and your exploratory watercraft.”

      “And you’re sure this is all right with Paul Greenberg? I must say, I’m still not so sure about him.”

      Trigg waved an assuring hand. “Think nothing of it. I’ll be your direct contact with Hawkwing. You can be assured I will take good care of you.” 

      Shirley swallowed and took a drink. She patted her lips with her napkin. “I would like you to email me your initial suggestions as well as a breakdown of your fees. I will review them and let you know what I’ve decided on.”

      “Of course.” They both spent the next minute eating in silence before Trigg spoke up. “Is there anything else we might be able to help you with?” He was treading lightly, but with enough intent for her to read between the lines. “You had mentioned the other day that my team staying out of your affairs might be important. I can assure you that will not be a problem. In fact, if needed, we might be able to help streamline your process.”

      She met his gaze and held it. “How do you mean?” Her expression was perfectly gauged: interested, but not defensive; curious, not judgmental. It was a nonverbal cue letting him know she liked the direction the conversation was heading. 

      “As I’m sure you can deduce, we not only have a vast network but are also the eyes and ears of everything that happens around our clients’ properties. Should you ever need to bring something in or would like it brought in somewhere else we...well, we might be able to arrange that.”

      She took a final bite of her quail and took her time chewing it. She swallowed. “I assume you would also be my contact on such an arrangement?”

      “Of course.”

      “I appreciate your offer, Trigg, but how is communication and information handled on something such as this? I have done well enough in this particular arena and bringing in another party gives me another layer of exposure. One slip up on your end and I have much to clean up to keep my image and name clear.” Again, she held his gaze, more serious this time. No trace of a smile. 

      He set his plate to the side and tossed his napkin on it. Then he folded his hands on the table. “I’ll be upfront with you, Miss Dunham. Mr. Greenberg...he does not see the same...opportunities as I do. I am willing to extended certain services that he will not entertain.

      “So are you talking with me now as a representative of Hawkwing or as someone who is detached from them?”

      He smiled curtly. “I am representing Hawkwing, to be clear. But,” he continued, “on the other front, it would be without their backing. If you understand.”

      “Yes, of course.” Shirley smiled. “I must say that I am glad you called me, Trigg, and I am glad that we met together for lunch today.” She took a sip of her water, set her glass down, and her elbow caught her sunglasses, bumping them off the table. “Oh my,” she said. Trigg bent down and picked them up, handed them to her.

      “Thank you. Some days it’s a wonder I can even walk by myself,” she laughed. Shirley stood up and offered her hand to Deneford. “I look forward to getting that email from you and discussing alternate ways of working together as we move forward.”

      He stood. His handshake was engulfing and firm. “As do I. Thank you for meeting with me.”
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      Minutes later Ellie was back in the Audi. She drove toward Evening Palm Estates, a gated community of mansions and perfectly manicured lawns. When she arrived she gave the guard at the entrance her name and drove through. Two and three acre lots boasting eight and ten thousand square foot homes slowly passed by as Ellie snaked her way through the subdivision. A friend of Garrett had a home here. The homeowner was a snowbird and came down to Florida from October to April each year. That meant the place was currently vacant, and it would serve as a final precautionary measure. In the event that Trigg Deneford bit down harder on Shirley Dunham’s hook, Ellie’s team wanted to ensure that she could make a clean getaway with her cover in tact. There was a small but real possibility that Trigg could have her followed. He was, after all, willing to work some shady businesses with her, and it wouldn’t be surprising if he kept a closer eye on her until they had a few deals underneath their belts and trust between them began to congeal.  

      Ellie pulled into the driveway and clicked the garage door opener Garrett had provided her. The wide wooden door rose, and she pulled in. She clicked the remote again, and the door came down behind her. Other than a burgundy Lexus RX sitting at the far end of the garage and a couple golf bags leaning on the wall, Ellie was alone. She grabbed Shirley’s handbag and a small backpack and stepped out, walked inside. The alarm keypad heralded her presence. She typed in a few digits, and it went silent. All the shades were half-drawn, and Ellie made her way through the mud room, into the kitchen, and slid into a large guest bathroom. Reaching into the backpack, she quickly changed out of Shirley’s clothing and donned a pair of jean shorts, a sleeveless top, and a pair of sandals. She tucked Shirley’s jewelry, wig, and clothing into the handbag and then, looking in the mirror, fluffed out her hair and ran her fingers through it. She turned off the bathroom light and walked to the back door. Punching a new code into the keypad, she twisted the deadbolt and opened it. Then she turned the lock on the handle so it couldn't be opened from the outside. She shut the door. The backyard boasted a pool, a putting green, gardens, and a hedge at the rear. Ellie walked to an opening in the hedge that led to a tiny dock on a canal. A boat was waiting there for her. Mark was at the wheel. She stepped on board and set her things down next to a bench seat. 

      “So, how did it go?” Mark asked. He pulled away from the dock and slowly turned out and headed back toward the open channel. 

      “He’s in,” she said. “He’ll play ball.”

      “No kidding. Just like that?”

      “Just like that. I don’t think he’ll tell Greenberg that Shirley is coming on as a legitimate client. We found our man at Hawkwing.”

      Mark sighed the way a man might after holding his breath for too long. “Awesome.”

       “Oh, and I got his fingerprints. They’re on my sunglasses.”

      “Well done.” He smiled. “I knew we kept you around for something.”

      They chugged down the canal, and, as they made their way toward the Caloosahatchee River, Ellie felt, for the first time since coming on with the DEA, a sense of satisfaction that they were finally making inroads. A picture was coming into focus, a picture showing real faces of those dealing drugs into the area. They still didn’t know exactly how Trigg was involved, but the lunch today confirmed a connection. A connection that Ellie would follow to kingdom come. 

      They exited the canal, crept past a channel marker, and as Mark brought the throttle up the boat charged forward and the wind whipped at Ellie’s hair, bringing up a fine mist from the churning outboards. She breathed in the salty air, and it invigorated her senses. She smiled. They were making progress. 

      
        
        _______________

      

      

      Trigg Deneford drove to the River District and entered the City of Palms parking garage. He spun up three levels and parked his gray Tesla S into a space next to a black Yukon Denali. He unlocked his doors and waited. Thirty seconds later his passenger door opened and a man sank into the seat and shut the door. The man was no more than five-and-a-half feet tall, had a large round face with long black hair slicked back into a ponytail. His chin was square and his small, beady eyes were piercing. The top of his right hand had recently been tattooed and revealed large scrolling letters that spelled ‘Camila.’ He breathed in the smell of the interior. “I love the smell of new car,” he said. “You traded in your Corvette?” His Spanish accent was thick, almost expunging the English syllables. 

      “Yes, a couple weeks ago.”

      Mateo Nunez inspected the interior. “Very nice,” he nodded. “I’ve never been inside a Tesla.” He rubbed a hand down the length of the door, feeling the texture of the leather. “So, tell me you have good news.”

      “I do.” Deneford reached into his pocket and pulled out a phone. “Let me have your other one,” he said. Nunez complied and pressed his Nokia 8210 into Deneford’s large hand. Deneford gave him another of the same model. It was a twenty-year-old phone that had no Bluetooth, no WiFi, no WLAN, which meant that, unlike newer Androids and iPhones, tracking a caller beyond the nearest cell tower was virtually impossible. “There’s an address already programmed in the contacts. It’s a slip off the back of a fishery in Sarasota. First and third Thursday of every month.”

      “Sarasota? That’s almost fifty miles further up the coast. We aren’t staying closer in?”

      “I’m not sending you somewhere like Louisiana. It’s only fifty miles. You of all people should know that you have to spread out. You’ve been doing this out here longer than I have. I’m not going to consolidate all our activity around one small area. Quit being lazy.” 

      Nunez rubbed the top of his hand.

      “New tattoo?”

      “Yeah. My daughter. Hey, we need to talk about this problem. It’s getting bigger.”

      “I know. We’re working on it.”

      “Well, work on it faster. I could be doing this anywhere. If this Ringo person keeps getting his fingers in my dough, you and me are going to have to make other arrangements. I’ll go back to Fort Lauderdale or up to Tampa.” 

      “What have your guys found out about him?” Deneford asked.

      Nunez laughed. “Found out? Nothing, man. We can’t find anything. This guy is a ghost. All we ever get is a name.” His tone shifted into a mocking tone. “‘I can’t go through with the deal...Ringo threatened my family if I do...We decided not to bring in your product...Ringo has made us a better deal.’ That’s what we’re hearing. All the time now. We’ve lost a few tons of sales to him already.” He pointed at Deneford. “You need to fix this. You came to me. I already had a good thing going. If you don’t make this go away, I will be. Are we clear?”

      Trigg looked bored, unconcerned. “You need to remember something. We have an agreement. If you remember, you were losing your suppliers because of poor choices you made. I have brought you the suppliers and even some of the areas to bring it in. But bringing it in falls squarely on your shoulders, my friend. So it sounds to me like you’re not keeping your end of the deal. I don’t give a manatee’s ass who this Ringo guy is. He is not my concern. Figure out a way to deal with him and keep your end of the bargain, or you and I are going to have bigger problems than he’s presenting right now. Got it?”

      Nunez sighed.

      “Also, that little stunt you pulled a few weeks ago trying to bust out Victor Calderón on his way back to prison. You do something like that again and I’ll find out who this Ringo guy is and start working with him myself. You got that too?”

      Nunez’s nostrils flared. He wasn't used to being spoken to this way. “Yeah. Yeah, I got it.” 

      “Now get out of my car, and the next time you talk with me it had better be good news.” 

      Trigg waited for Nunez to leave before he started looping back down the parking garage. Ringo was becoming a problem. It wasn’t the first time he’d heard of the man. Whoever he was, Nunez was going to have to deal with him, and fast. 

      Trigg’s thoughts turned to his lunch with Shirley Dunham. A fine lady, to be sure. Smart, sexy, and had her head in the same game he did. He would watch her for a while, get a deeper background check done on her. And once she cleared and he knew he could trust her, they would get to work. 

      Things were looking up.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fifteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Ellie sat on her living room couch with her feet tucked up underneath her. Citrus, for the moment, was quiet and calm, his body next to hers, his head lying on her lap. She held a copy of Mark Dawson’s newest novel, and a glass of cheap Merlot sat on the end table next to her. It was hardly eight o’clock, but she had settled in for the night, enjoying the relaxed quiet away from tracking down drug dealers and impersonating wealthy Georgians. Neil Young was playing softly on her vintage vinyl turntable, singing about a heart of gold and getting old. 

      She scratched the top of her dog’s head and reached for her wine. After taking a sip she set it back down and turned the page. Citrus’s ears perked, and a moment later a knock came at the front door. He jumped off the couch and ran to the door, alternating his barks between a protective growl and an excited yip. He was bipolar if he was anything at all. Ellie slid a torn piece of paper that she used as a bookmark in between the pages and laid the book on the couch. She stood, walked over to the door, and opened it. It was Tyler.

      “Hey, what are you doing down here?” she asked. Citrus set his paws on Tyler’s knees, looking for a good scratch on the shoulders that came quickly. Tyler tried keeping his eyes on Ellie while hunched down toward the dog.

      “What are you doing?” He scanned her briefly. Cotton pajama shorts with a white Salty Mangrove t-shirt that draped down past her waist. Her hair was pulled back into a messy ponytail. “Were you sleeping?”

      “No, just reading.”

      He stood back up. “Reading?”

      “Yes, you know, a book. We smart people like to do that sometimes.”

      “Well, get dressed. I’m taking you somewhere.”

      She scrunched her face. “Where? I wasn’t planning on going anywhere tonight.”

      “Well, plans change. You’ll find out where when we get there. So go change. Hurry up.”

      “I can’t just wear this?”

      “Let me think...no. Definitely not. As cute as those shorts are, you need to put on pants.” 

      “I was kind of wanting a quiet night in tonight. You want to just come in? I’ve got wine.” He stared blankly at her, unflinching. 

      “You’re really not going to tell me, are you?”

      He clicked his tongue. “Time’s a wastin’. Better hurry.”

      She sighed and said reluctantly, “Okay. Citrus, go pee on his truck tire.”

      Citrus barked as he jumped up off all fours and ran laps around his favorite guest. 

      
        
        _______________

      

      

      Twenty minutes later they were off Pine Island, Matlacha behind them, heading north on Burnt Store Road. The bright orb of the sun had already dipped below the ocean, and its light was fading quickly. Tyler flicked on the truck lights. “We’re going to the range?” she asked. 

      “Nope,” was all he offered. He turned the radio up, and George Strait joined them in the truck. 

      “So...when are we going to be there?” Ellie probed.  

      “You sound like my brother’s kids on the way to Six Flags,” Tyler said. “We’ll get there when we get there...maybe ten minutes or so.” 

      They passed the turnoff to Reticle on the right and kept going. Tyler bobbed his head in rhythm to the music and said, “I’m thinking about adding another six stations to the covered firing line. That would give me eighteen total. Most afternoons this time of year they stay at capacity. That’s lost money in my eyes.”

      “You’re doing great, Tyler. Everyone around here loves your range. I do, too.”

      “Thanks, Ellie.” 

      He turned the F150 left onto a dirt road. A large wooden sign with a green background and white lettering read, “Yucca Pens Unit: Wildlife Management Area.”

      “I’m not up for camping,” she started in.

      “You’re not allowed to camp out here, so settle down. Trust me, you’re going to like it. I was out here earlier hunting for wild hog and came across something pretty cool.” 

      Tyler got out of the truck and opened the rear door. He pulled out his .30-06 and slung the strap over his shoulders. Then he grabbed a hand-held spotlight and flicked it on. He unscrewed the clear lens and after digging around in a canvas bag pulled out a red lens and fitted it to the end. After turning it back on and seeing how much red light spilled out, he adjusted the setting for the light to dim and shut the truck door. He looked at Ellie. “Ready?”

      She shrugged. “Sure.”

      They stepped off the dirt road and into the woods. Tyler led the way through the thick brush.   

      Ellie said, “So is this where you take me on an expedition into a Florida jungle to kill me?”

      He put a finger to his lips. “Shhh. And yes, you’re always one step ahead of me,” he whispered. “Shoot. I forgot the shovel.” They walked in silence for a half mile, and Ellie started to be thankful that she had put on jeans after all. Her legs would have been scratched to pieces dodging through the thick growth of scrub. Pine trees stood tall through the preserve, but not as close together as they did further up in the state’s panhandle. Scattered rusty lyonia bushes and thick clumps of saw palmettos made up the dense forest floor. Tyler slowed, crouched, and moved forward at a slower pace. Ellie followed suit and waited for her growing curiosity to be satisfied. She didn’t have much longer to wait. A minute later Tyler squatted down, leaned up to Ellie, and brought his mouth near her ear. He pointed to his left and whispered. “Right over there. Stay low and try not to move.” He set the light to its dimmest setting and directed the beam out beyond them. Ellie squinted, trying to fixate on something other than trees and underbrush. She scanned the forest floor. 

      “You see them?”

      Something moved at the end of the beam. Ellie saw a tail, and then she saw two, no, four eyes glowing back at them. 

      “They can’t see red light like you and I can,” Tyler whispered.

      Ellie still couldn’t make out what ‘they’ were. Then she saw the curvature of a long, thick tail sliding back into a body of fur. She followed the outline of the body. “Panthers,” she smiled. 

      “Yeah. There’s a mama and three cubs. I came across them while I was out here earlier.”

      This was a rarity that not many had the privilege of experiencing. Now that her eyes were adjusting, Ellie could see the outline of the mother. She looked to be about seven feet long, and her reddish-brown fur contrasted against the darker bark of the pine tree she lay against. The small cubs were lying calmly, but awake, next to her. 

      “You hardly ever see them north of the Caloosahatchee River,” he said. “There’s less than two hundred of these in the wild. I took a bet they’d still be here. They move around at night, sleep in the day. We probably got here just in time. Right before they start moving on.” 

      Ellie pressed her knees into the dry wildgrass and stared at the scene in front of her. A cub pawed at another, and the mother started licking one of their heads. Another looked in their direction, and its eyes glowed like angry embers in Tyler’s red light. 

      After a couple minutes Tyler leaned toward her. “We’d better go. Don’t want to upset the mama.”

      Ellie slowly rose, took one last look at them and let Tyler take the lead back to the truck, both of them remaining silent. On Ellie’s part she really didn’t want to be tracked by a mama panther intent on protecting her cubs. Their feet finally hit the hard-packed dirt of the parking lot, and Tyler clicked off the light. “What’d you think?”

      “That was incredible. You just stumbled onto them?”

      “Yeah. I couldn't believe it. Two of the cubs were still asleep, and I was about twenty yards away before I saw them. I heard a shuffle and thought it was a bear. You know Ed Hopper said a bear killed a couple of his horses last week.”

      “Yeah, I heard about that.”

      “When I finally got eyes on what it was, the mama was already staring me down, and I slowly backed off. It was still light out. She never stood up, but she never took her eyes off me either.”

      “You’re lucky it wasn’t a mama bear,” she said. Ellie’s thoughts went back five years to when she had been on assignment in the Moldova region of Romania, perched in a tree wearing winter camouflage and a wide branch acting the part of a bipod for her rifle. Her target was holed up in a winter cabin three hundred yards away. Close combat engagement was off the table for this mission, so she waited for him to make an exit: to go on a walk or retrieve additional firewood. She had been waiting for three hours when she starting wishing for the man to come out, wishing to get out of the cold stillness of the forest. She had been trained to endure it, but that didn’t mean she had to like it. 

      The conclusion of her mission would come quickly enough and was swift, if not comical. Ellie spotted two bear cubs sniffing around the rear of the cabin, pawing the snow and treading to the front before working their way back into the woods. Their mother appeared a few seconds later and stopped at the side of the cabin, her nose sniffing high in the air. In a moment of great irony, the cabin's front door opened, and Ellie’s target stepped out into the snow, staring mindlessly into the woods and stretching the cabin fever from his muscles. He noticed the prints made by the cubs and, after leaning down to inspect them, chose to follow them. He traced them across the front of the small cabin and turned the corner to meet their mother. She lifted her head at him and then rose up, towering a good five feet over his already tall frame. He never moved. His back was toward Ellie, so she didn’t get to see what she knew to be a look of utter terror on his face. The bear swiped at him, sending him sprawling into the side of the cabin. His body hit the wall and fell into the pile of snow at the base. The mama pounced on him and within a few seconds had torn through his thick coat and was swiping and biting through the muscles and tendons in his back. Within thirty seconds his screams, muffled by the thick blanket of snow, grew to a soft moan, and a final strike from the bear’s hefty paw ended it all. The bear had done Ellie’s job for her. Ellie took a picture for kill confirmation and one of the bear to prove the bloody mess wasn’t her own doing. Bright red stained the snow ten feet around the target’s body. She focused on the target through her scope. The face was buried in the snow, and the back of his head had a mat of hair missing. She sighted in and pulled the trigger, and the back of his head vanished in a small explosion. This was not one of those times when the death of her target had to look like an accident. He was dead before she shot him, but there was no room for assumptions or mistakes. 

      Ellie had watched the large muscular animal through her scope and didn’t shimmy down from her nest until she was satisfied it was intent on heading the opposite direction from her. High-tech rifle or not, she didn’t want to engage a mama bear. 

      Now, as she and Tyler got back to the truck, Tyler packed the gun and the light away. Ellie slid into the passenger seat, and Tyler joined her in the cab behind the wheel. 

      “Thanks for bringing me out here. That was something to see,” she said. 

      He started the engine and pulled down the road that led back off the Preserve. “See, and you thought I was bringing you out here to kill you. Silly girl.”

      “Never can be too sure with you.”

      “I wouldn’t have asked you to wear jeans. I asked you to wear jeans. That should have clued you in.” He winked at her. 

      She felt a tingle ride through her stomach. “You want to come over to my place in the next few days and grill out?” she asked.

      “Yeah. Sure. As long as we’re not having hot dogs.”

      “They’re all beef.”

      “Then nope. I’d rather stay home and eat dirt.”

      “You eat dirt?”

      “No. I—”

      Ellie’s ringtone interrupted him. She fished the phone from her pocket and answered without bothering to look and see who it was. “Hello?”

      It was quiet for three long seconds, and just before she repeated the greeting she heard her name spoken by a voice she had not heard in over two years. 

      “Ellie?”

      Her breath caught. “Katie?” Her sister. 

      Another pause and then a soft reply. “Yes.”

      Ellie didn’t know what to say, where to start. “Is everything all right?” 

      “Yes. Yes, everything is fine. Chloe and I are well.”

      Ellie’s shoulders relaxed. “That’s...that’s great.”  

      “I’ve been getting your emails,” Katie said. “Thank you for sending them. Your voicemails too.”

      Ellie bit down on her bottom lip to keep from crying. “Of course.” She closed her eyes. “I miss you. I miss you both.” 

      “We miss you too.” A silent space opened up again. 

       “I’m sorry that I shut you out; that I left,” Katie blurted out. “I just couldn’t handle it all. I couldn’t take Dad being gone. It wasn’t about you at all, Ellie.” 

      Ellie relaxed the toothy clamp on her lip. She wiped her eyes with the back of her finger. “It’s so good to hear your voice, sister.”

      Ellie couldn’t see the smile on the other end of the line, but she heard it in her sister’s tone. “You too.”

      “Katie. None of us knew how to work through Dad being gone. I’m sorry I couldn’t come to━” 

      “It wasn’t about that. I see that now. You had a job to do. A job the rest of us couldn’t relate to. It wasn’t about you not making the funeral. It was about Dad not being there anymore. Knowing that he wouldn’t hold Chloe up above his head and twirl her around or take us out for dinner. It wasn’t about the funeral,” she said again. 

      Ellie’s mind swirled with a convoluted mix of emotions that were fully foreign to her. Her professional life had trained her to be strong; to be calculating and emotionally disengaged. You didn’t have the luxury of pressing the trigger on a target and wondering whether they had a family or not. It was one of the things she had been trying to work through since she came back home to Florida. Up until she started working with Assam and his family, she had seen herself changing, not for the better, often feeling more machine than human. The life she had shared with Assam’s family had gone a long way in helping her recover her emotions again. But their deaths had left her emotionally incomplete; stunted even. Now, here she was on the phone with her sister, talking about what they had lost, talking about their father’s funeral. A funeral that could very well have been staged. Ellie couldn’t tell her. Not now.  

      They spent the next few minutes discussing the surface details of their lives; Katie’s in Seattle, Ellie’s in Florida. Katie was working as a computer programmer at a startup tech company, and she shared a loft apartment with two other women she worked with. Chloe was five years old now, was already trying to read, and preferred to watch cooking shows over cartoons. Katie, being immediate family, had been the only one besides Major and their father who had known that Ellie had worked for the CIA, although they didn’t know exactly where or doing what. Ellie had told Tyler a couple months back, but offered no details. Katie asked why Ellie had stepped away and come home. It was a sinewy question with no simple answer. 

      “Let’s fill in those gaps later,” Ellie suggested, then added, “There will be a later, right?”

      “Yes. Of course. Ellie, I’m so sorry. I miss you so much.”

      “I miss you too. Chloe...can I see her sometime? Maybe we can FaceTime?”

      “Sure. Ellie, I’m thinking about coming home. Moving back.”

      “Really?” Ellie closed her eyes again. “Katie, that would be great.” 

      They spoke for another couple miles and, before hanging up, promised to talk at length again soon. Ellie set her phone on the seat and put her face in her hands. Tyler remained silent, keeping his eyes on the road. 

      “I can’t believe it,” she said through her fingers. First, her father, and now her sister. It was like the pieces of a shattered mirror coming back together. Like withered flower petals coming back to life. 

      Like a resurrection. 

      Ellie wiped her cheeks dry and stared at the dash. “I haven’t heard her voice in so long.” 

      “She wants to make up?” Tyler asked.

      “Yeah. Yeah, she does. She might be moving back. Maybe.” 

      “No kidding. Ellie, that’s awesome.” 

      “Yeah.”

      He shook his head, kept his eyes on the blacktop. “Geez Louise. It’s like a little pattern is emerging with you getting off-the-wall phone calls when you’re with me. First your old boss, now your long-lost sister. Keep this up and it will be Jimmy Buffett himself ringing you up asking you out for drinks.” 

      “That wouldn’t be so bad,” she said. “I could use a margarita about now.”
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      Kingfishers was an outdoor bar and grill and a favorite watering hole on Matlacha. Twenty minutes after Ellie hung up with her sister, she and Tyler were perched at the bartop, she clutching a frozen margarita, he enjoying an Old Fashioned, their backs to the water. The evening was warm but not hot. The chairs and tables outside were full, and island music piped out of lively speakers and drifted out over the water. Tyler was busy telling the bartender all about the panthers, recounting the story in such a way that held the attention of everyone within hearing distance. 

      The television above the bar was tuned to MSNBC, its volume muted beneath the sound of the restaurant's music. Someone motioned toward it and asked the bartender to change it to the Rays game if he would be so kind, and it reminded Tyler that he had wanted to catch it too. Apparently, the Rays were playing the Texas Rangers.

      The bartender nodded and picked up the remote. “Yeah, sorry,” he said. “Don’t know who put it on the news station.” Ellie looked up at the screen. She scanned the subtext and focused in on the scene displayed. “Wait,” she said. “Can you turn it up?”

      “Uh, sure.” The sound from the screen crawled up above the music, and Ellie gave it her attention.

      “What’s this about?” Tyler asked. 

      “Hold on,” she said. The camera showed a slender, middle-aged man in a suit sitting behind a table. A microphone was perched in front of him. The camera switched angles and revealed a row of men and women sitting higher up, looking down at the man with the microphone and jotting notes across legal pads as they listened to him. It was a Senate subcommittee, and, according to the news footage, they were conducting hearings on the United States’ use of unmanned aerial aircraft in the War on Terror. 

      The man at the table was Scott Reardon, a Washington powerhouse who was feared, loved, and despised within the intelligence community and wider agencies as a whole, depending on who you were and what you happened to need at any given moment. He had recently stepped away from a high-ranking role at the Defense Intelligence Agency, and moved over to the Department of Energy as their newest deputy director, a career move that left some scratching their heads. Reardon’s name was whispered in the back halls of Washington to have more influence than anyone else within the Beltway. His network was as deep and broad as a mining pit. He knew all the right people on a first name basis and got Christmas cards from Prime Ministers, most everyone on the Hill, agency directors, and even foreign ambassadors ranging from Argentina to Jordan. More importantly, he had learned that getting dirt on those you wanted favors from went a long way. Scott Reardon had grime on everyone that mattered and many who didn’t. Someone had once compared him to the TMZ of the political world; he had all the gossip. Reardon’s philosophy—‘nothing is trivial’—had served him well. Every bit of information matters. If not on its own, then as a piece of a larger and more unified whole. More than one politician's affair had been exposed by him after the wrong person called Reardon’s bluff. It had been a long time now since anyone tried to go against him for any reason. The man had influence because he had terabytes of information on hundreds of people and because he was content to remain the man behind the throne, the wizard behind the curtain. This was a rare appearance of him in public.  

      Ellie knew Reardon only by reputation. Once, five years ago, when he had less gray in his hair, she had seen him walking with Mortimer—TEAM 99’s Director—down the halls of their small, private compound in Brussels. To this day she didn’t know why he had been there. She never asked. It wasn’t her business to know. 

      Senator Robert Coons, a Kentucky Republican who was chairing the meeting, was looking down over a pair of reading glasses perched on the end of his nose. Reardon was reading his opening statement. 

      Tyler looked at Ellie then back at the screen and then back at Ellie. “You know that guy?” 

      “No,” she said, without diverting her eyes. “Not directly.” According to MSNBC the Senate was probing the legitimacy of a recent series of drone strikes in the Middle East. Reardon himself was not under investigation but was there to furnish expert testimony regarding the politics and the logistics of the attacks. He was the perfect man to bring in. Reardon had received his doctorate degree in political science from George Washington University and had written dozens of peer-reviewed articles sustaining the continued proliferation of unmanned aerial vehicles in the War on Terror. 

      Ellie eyed Senator Coons. The entire hearing was a shell game, a political smoke screen. Enough protest groups with enough money to pay the proper lobbyists had incited an investigation into the United State’s continued use of UAV’s. It wasn’t the use of the drones they were protesting. It was the licentious and profligate use of them which resulted in the death of hundreds of foreign civilians each year, many of them children. Children who were playing in the street or riding in a car on the way to school only to be incinerated by a Paveway laser-guided bomb dropped from high above. Wedding ceremonies had been bombed, birthday parties and civilian office complexes, events with attendees who were in no way connected to terrorism. Those bombings were the result of poor information transmitted to a pilot thousands of miles away in a small, darkened office in Arizona or southern California.  

      Ellie was in no way opposed to the use of drones or any type of UAV in the war against ISIS and Al-Qaeda. But she did have an issue with the fact that most of the people in Washington were indifferent to the consequences of such promiscuous, unfettered policies. 

      She listened intently. Reardon was speaking on the checks and balances woven into the United States’ UAV program. He articulated his opinion that some of these policies could be refined and then conveyed his confidence that the program was working as efficiently and circumspectly as possible.

      The briefing had taken place earlier today. Reardon would have read his address, fielded half-hearted, half-minded questions from the politicians he surely had his own files on, and then been thanked and dismissed early while cameras shuttered and clicked away. 

      The MSNBC commentator came back on and summarized the remainder of the session. Ellie took a long sip off her margarita and stared into her glass. Tyler's voice pulled her back. 

      “Hello in there. What are you thinking?”

      “Hmm…? Oh, nothing.”

      “You know, for someone who worked for the CIA, you sure are a bad liar.”

      Ellie smiled but didn’t reply.

      Tyler said, “There’s this whole other side to you I don’t know. All I know is the laid back girl that loves the water, the sun, and shooting at my range. What I don’t know is how many people you may have dropped at the other end of your scope. You’re an enigma, Ellie O’Conner. Here we are talking about panthers and trying to get a baseball game to come on, but then there’s this boring guy in a suit on the news channel and it rips you out of paradise. You know that’s weird, right? The rest of us just see a politician—or whatever he is—but not you. Maybe I should get you drunk so I can wring the last fifteen years out of you.”

      “I’m sorry,” she said. He was right. She knew that. She looked at him. “Getting me plastered won’t get it out of me. Amateur move there, pal. Try another option.”

      Tyler used his thumb and removed some of the moisture from the outside of his glass. He thought for a moment. “Threatening to cut off your ears?”

      “Nope.”

      “Actually cutting off your ears?”

      “I’m partial to my ears.” 

      “That’s why I think it might work.”

      “Some things just can’t be said. I wish I could.” 

      “Miss Mysterious over here. All I know is I wouldn’t want to be the guy to pull a knife on you in a back alley somewhere.”

      She smiled. “You’re right. You wouldn't.” The broadcast went to commercial and started playing an ad for a medication that promised to relieve kidney spasms with only the modest side effects of nausea, weakened immune system, ulcers, skin rashes, hemorrhoids, and maybe death. The older man on the screen sure looked happy though. So did his cat. Ellie motioned toward the bartender. “You can put the game on now.”

      He picked up the remote. “Sure thing.” He turned the channel, and the game appeared; the Rays at the plate, leading the Rangers 3-2. 

      “Looks like your boys are going home empty,” Ellie said. “If they lose this game, we’ve swept the series.” Ellie loved baseball, and, outside of the Nationals, the Rays were her favorite team. Tyler, being from Texas, was a die-hard Rangers fan. Álex Colomé, the Rays’ closer, was on the mound pitching to the Rangers’ third baseman Adrián Beltré. They watched Colomé throw two strikes, and then Tyler sighed and motioned for another drink.
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      Andrés Salamanca didn’t get out on the water very much these days. Most of his business was coordinated on the mainland and did not require him to get in a boat. He liked the water, especially in the evenings when the sun was dipping below the darkening waters of the Gulf. Nights like tonight when the sun looked like a torn orange bleeding hot fire across the horizon. Views like this were strangely like the desert sunsets invigorating the sky above the western edge of the Franklin Mountains, seen from his hometown of Ciudad Juárez. He didn’t miss Mexico. Ringo had been good to him since he had come to work for him. Florida was the place he wanted to spend the rest of his life.  

      He eased off the throttle, and the 34-foot Jupiter Hybrid reduced its wake to a slow churn as he crept around the eastern side of Turner Key and into Lyons Bay. He had left his black leather jacket in the Malibu when he had parked at the marina and donned a Hawaiian shirt: blue hibiscus flowers over a white background. He hated it, but in the event he was stopped for any reason he would look the part of a fisherman or man out for an evening pleasure cruise. A couple poles were mounted behind him, there only for show. Andrés had never even touched a fishing pole and had no idea how to operate one. Ringo never fished from this boat. He had others that he preferred. The Jupiter was a runabout, more or less, that he and Chewy used for the rare occasion when they had to do some island hopping. Today happened to be one of those times.

      Andrés had come alone. Ringo had Chewy monitoring an exchange off the north side of the Caloosahatchee River. Fishing might certainly not be his forte, but Andrés had always wanted to try surfing. There was none of that growing up in Mexico. Not in the dry, land-locked desert that was Juárez. It was either gambling or soccer or boxing, and besides some street soccer as a child he’d never participated in any of it. Years ago, Andrés had watched surfing world champion Kelly Slater talk about his love for surfing on ESPN before swimming out and riding a cut back into a barrel. It was then that the urge to get into the water had manifested and never left. One of these days he would get some time away from the business, grab a board, and get to it. 

      But that would be later. 

      Tonight, he had to have a conversation. 

      He had to deliver a message. 

      The boat chugged up the edge of the small island, and he dipped into a small cove where an old, decrepit dock was standing out of the water. He headed toward it. The short dock lead to a tumbledown shack that stood back off the water like an aged guardian. Its thin, dessicated boards sat hunched and bowed as if they were weary of spending their days erect and had long ago conceded osteoporosis. A small skiff sat low in the water. Andrés brought the boat in, killed the engine, and tied off. He stepped out and walked toward the door. He took notice of strong, young pine boards randomly installed across the dock. The wood was new, the pilings still old but holding sturdy. The old dock had seen recent repairs. Andrés knew exactly why.

      The sky had now turned a dark blue, and the lingering splotches of sunlight had faded, leaving the cove in a deep dusk that would be fully dark in a matter of minutes. A meager orange light from inside the shack poked through the cracks in the wood. 

      Andrés opted to knock politely. It was one of the things he had learned from Ringo. There was no need not to be polite, unless someone gave you a reason not to be. Prior to his move to America and Ringo’s genial influence tempering Andrés’s nature, Andrés would have walked right in and started throwing his weight around. He liked his new self better. Strangely enough, it made him feel more in control. Of himself and others. He still had much to learn from Ringo.  

      His knuckles came away from the rickety door, and a shuffling sound was heard from inside. “Who is it?” someone yelled out. 

      “Andrés Martinez,” he said, providing an alternate last name for the sake of anonymity. 

      Silence. Then more shuffling, some creaking, and the door squeaked open against loose and rusty hinges onto an old man wearing overalls and no shirt. He had no hair on his head, plenty of it—all white—hanging from his chin. His face had the fleshy, pale look of a man who spent too much time indoors. “Who are you?” His voice was weak and crackled like aluminum foil. He squinted at the Latino man in his doorway and held up a Coleman gas lantern to get a better glimpse of his face. 

      Keeping his tone flat and calm, Andrés said, “I would like to talk, please. You are Norman Hardy, correct?”

      “Well, yeah I am. Who the hell are you and what do you want? I’m busy here, and this is private land.”

      “Please, may I come in? It will only take a few minutes.”

      Norman Hardy’s thick, white brows lowered while he suspiciously eyed the man up and down under the dim haze of the lantern. The only sound was a fish splashing in the water behind him and the hiss of the gas as it burned through the lantern. He spat to the side of the threshold. “Yeah, okay, I guess. But make it quick.”

      “Thank you.” Andrés followed the old man into the small space. The interior was no more blessed than the outside. The floorboards groaned against his weight, and dark sections showed where entire floor planks were missing. A makeshift counter roughly four feet long protruded from the wall on the right and was cluttered with tools: a hammer, scattered nails, caulking gun, staple gun, and a small cardboard box filled with screws. Andrés smelled the scent of new pine wood before he saw the stack of freshly milled boards lying to his left. “Making some repairs?” he asked. 

      “Yeah. But I’m not right now because I’m talking with you. What do you want?” 

      A man who wanted to get to the point. Andrés’s kind of guy. “Well, Mr. Norman, it has come to our attention that you have made an arrangement to open up this space to Mr. Mateo Nunez.” Andrés paused and waited for a reaction, a reaction which came in the way of the man’s eyes bulging in surprise. 

      Andrés continued. “I have come here to ask you to cease that arrangement.”

      The man’s facial muscles relaxed, but even in the dimness of the meager light Andrés could see worry darken his eyes. “You a cop?”

      “No sir. I can assure you that I am not.”

      “What do you know about my arrangement with Nunez?” 

      “That is not important. What is important is that you not allow him to move his product to this place or anywhere around the island. The general area—within a hundred miles—for that matter.”

      “You’ve got some balls on you, boy. Do you know who I am?”

      “Your name is Norman Hardy. That might make you the same Norman Hardy who purchased this island for only two hundred and eighty thousand dollars back in nineteen seventy-two. The same Norman Hardy who made his fortune bringing up blue crab off the coast and shrimp out of the Gulf and doesn’t like getting out in public very much.”

      Norman narrowed his eyes and raised his chin. “Okay. So you do know who I am. Then you’ll also know that I’m not some senile old man that you can just push around. I’m the third wealthiest man in Sarasota County. One phone call and I can track you down.” 

      Andrés ignored the implied threat. “Mr. Norman. I am not very old. Only thirty-nine. But I have seen enough of the world to help me understand how men like you get involved in something like this. You have good people in your service, and you don’t trust them with your secret. The secret that you are a bored...older man. A man who made his fortune decades ago and does not know what to do with the remaining years of his life. Fishing is not your thing; you do not like traveling. You opted out of spending your days on a perfectly manicured golf course unlike many of those your age, and you have yet to try your hand at pickleball. So, somehow you found the thrill of moving illegal drugs. It spikes your adrenaline in the way Viagra will not.” Andrés smiled. “Let me assure you, Mr. Norman, I understand the excitement working beneath the soil...in the shadows, I think you Americans say. It is not why I do it, but I can relate.” He looked around the little shack and tossed his hands out. “It’s why you’re here, making repairs and getting the place ready. It is a good location. Tucked away. A little landlocked, but certainly out of sight. Either way, again, I must ask you to step away from your arrangement.” 

      “Look, young man, I don’t know who you think you are. Who do you work for?”

      His unwanted guest smiled. A smile he didn’t like. It was confident, almost cocky, like he was in control. “That, I am afraid I cannot say. Not at this time. But he sent me here to present a friendly request. He trusts that you will consider what he is asking.”

      Norman scowled at Andrés, curled his lip. “How did you know I would be here? Have you been watching me?” 

      “No. Not watching you. Listening. We have our ears to the ground. I was always told that being a good listener will get you far in life. So, I listen. We listen.” An old surfboard stood in a corner next to a couple dust-encrusted fishing poles. Andrés walked over to it, pulled the nose away from the wall and stared down the length of it. “You surf?” he asked, surveying the man and seeming a bit surprised.

      “Surf? No. What the hell, man? This is an old fishing shack. Hasn’t been used in years. That board is probably twenty years old. There’s no decent surfing this side of the state. At least, I don’t think so. I don’t even know how that got here.”

      Andrés looked the board over again. A chunk was missing off the bottom, and it was dented throughout. He set it back against the wall. “So what will you do?”  

      The old man scrunched his face. “I’ll tell you what I’m going to do. I’m going to carry right on with my plans. Let me tell you something. I might look like a backwoods hick dressed like this, but let me assure you that I have more influence and money in the tip of my earlobe than you’ll ever have. You or your boss. Whoever it is you work for. I own the entirety of this little island and can do what I want with it. So I don’t know where you think you can just walk up in here and start telling me what to do.” 

      “Mr. Nunez is a man not to be trusted, Mr. Norman. I hope you know what you’re getting into with him. You have much more to lose than we do.” Andrés headed toward the door. “Thank you for your time. I came unannounced and uninvited. Please, consider what we are asking.” 

      “Son, if I ever see you again, you’ll be at the wrong end of my shotgun. Tell that to your boss.”

      “You can be sure that I will. Good day to you, Mr. Norman.” 

      The old man watched as his visitor got back into his boat, brought in the mooring line, and started the engine. The running lights flicked on, and he eased away from the dock. Norman scowled, cursed, went back inside, and slammed the door. A weak hinge broke loose and tottered off the frame.
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      Ellie sighed. She drummed her fingers across the desktop. Nothing. Nothing at all. That’s what else they had found on Trigg Deneford. There was nothing on him after he made his exit from the Navy. No car registration. No home address. No cell phone registered in his name. Not even a PO box. He didn’t show up on any payroll records, and the IRS showed no taxable income associated to him after he left the military. He was, as it were, a ghost. 

      And Ellie knew something about ghosts.

      They had something to hide.

      It’s why they hid. 

      Mark appeared and leaned over the edge of Ellie’s cubicle. “Anything else?”

      “No. After completing his DD-214, he went off the map. And I mean every map.”

      “His Social Security number isn’t tied to any income coming in from Hawkwing?”

      “Nope. You would think, wouldn’t you?” 

      “He’s got to be working for someone higher up, right? Surely he’s not doing this alone.”

      “He must be,” she said. 

      “You think it’s Greenberg?”

      “No.”

      “Why?”

      “I’m...well, let’s just say I’m good at reading people. Greenberg was too uptight, too corporate.”

      “You don’t think it was good cop, bad cop? With Greenberg acting like there was no way they would entertain what you had inferred in your meeting? Maybe he and Trigg are working together in this.”

      “I don’t think they are.” 

      “How can you be sure?”

      Ellie shrugged. “I can’t be, not completely. But it’s an instinct.” Her natural instincts were strong in her youth. Her father said that she inherited that from her mother. Her years in the CIA only perfected them. There were gut instincts—that tingly, ethereal sense that silently screamed at you; and there were reactionary instincts—the knowledge of how to react in a high adrenaline situation when there were no seconds available to run through a mental process, no time to deduce the proper course of action. Gut and reactionary instincts. Ellie had both. 

      “All right,” Mark said. “How do we proceed from here?”

      “Slowly. First, Shirley Dunham has to gain Trigg’s trust. I’ve already accomplished the first objective of going undercover, which is to elicit incriminating statements. I’ll get more as we move forward. That leads us to the next objective, which is to manipulate that trust. Shirley and Trigg have to do a couple successful deals together. Then I’ll tell him that I need to know who else is on his team. He’ll falter, but he’ll give me something.”

      “This is all getting much bigger than I was initially thinking,” Mark admitted. 

      “How so?”

      “I thought we’d find a few locals pushing dope and one of them would finally squeal on whoever pulled the trigger on Adam Stark. But a multinational security company involved somehow? Almost gives one the shivers.”

      Ellie shrugged. “There’s always someone at the top. The person pulling the levers has to be somewhere. Corruption hides best at the highest levels. Why not Hawkwing?”

      “I guess.”

      Ellie’s cell phone rang. Her work phone. She answered. “Hello?”

      “Is this Miss Ellie O’Conner?” The man’s voice was deep and slow and sounded like a sleepy bear. 

      “It is.”

      “Miss O’Conner, I have information for you about a destination drop relating to the business of a Mateo Nunez.”

      Ellie’s heart rate ticked higher. She frowned and leaned forward. “Who is this?”

      On the other end of the line Chewy was staring at Ringo while he spoke into the phone. His boss had the beginnings of a smile on his lips. “I’m a friend,” Chewy said.

      “A friend...and do you have a name?”

      “Not one that is important for your purposes. Please listen. Mr. Mateo Nunez has a shipment coming in two nights from now at Turner Key, near Venice. It’s scheduled for two o’clock in the morning at the central east point of the island. There’s a small cove there with a dock and an old shack. It should be a good-sized fish for you to catch. If you like fishing.”   

      “Forgive me if I am a little skeptical,” Ellie said. “How can I know this is not a setup of some kind, a prank call?”

      “Skepticism is good for the soul. It keeps one guessing. Makes life interesting. You might also like to know that the drop is happening with the permission and cooperation of a Norman Hardy, who happens to own the island.”

      “How do you know this?”

      “That’s also not important. I’ve given you all that you need to know. Happy fishing.” Her phone screen glowed showing the call had ended. 

      Mark looked at her quizzically. “What was that about?”

      She held up a finger and momentarily forced the information her caller provided out of her mind. She concentrated on his voice. It was deep, measured and calm, uncloaked. Unusual for such a call. She would have expected some indication of nervousness; an anonymous caller afraid of being found out. The caller could be experienced, confident in his abilities to dwell in the shadows. Was he an associate? A former DEA agent or official who came across information but didn’t want to get involved? Ellie played the short call through her mind again. No background noise, no unique sounds. Nothing that might provide a clue as to his whereabouts or location.

      She picked up her phone and glanced at the call log. “Unknown Caller,” it read. Looking up at Mark, she relayed the specifics of the phone call.

      When she was finished, he said, “Norman Hardy? As in the Norman Hardy who owns Bristol Marina up in Sarasota and is Florida’s biggest recluse?” 

      “I’ve never heard of him.” She stood up and walked across the room to Glitch’s open, double-wide cubicle. Mark followed. Glitch, also known by his given name of Samuel Brown, possessed an uncanny ability to unravel any technical problem or glitch. Garrett had given him the nickname soon after he’d arrived last year, and no coworker had referred to him by his Christian name since. As a technology gopher Glitch was as cliché as they came: unkempt, a large waist that spilled over his belt, red high-top Converse shoes, and a love for all things hippie. He had missed the sixties by a margin of nearly thirty years, but no one had the guts to tell him. The inattention to his appearance or bodily care was to be blamed on his religious-like focus on all things data, technology, and comic book heroes. Action figures of Hulk, Iron Man, Wonder Woman, and Minecraft tropes could be found amongst candy bar wrappers, empty Sunkist bottles, and the dizzying array of laptops and monitors cluttered into his area. A poster hung on an inside wall, an image of Captain James T. Kirk sitting brazenly in his captain's chair with a steely resolve in his eyes. A caption below in large letters read, “Bones! Buckle Up!” Glitch was the only person in the office allowed to get away with such clutter and fanfare and the only one upon whom a dress code of sorts was not enforced. 

      Ellie walked up behind him and tapped him on the back of his shoulder. His arms flared out, and his legs jerked. His head whipped around, and he removed his Beats headphones from his ears. “Good God, you scared me,” he said. His hair fell long over his ears, and he wore a tie dye t-shirt with the words “Creedence Clearwater Revival” inked across it. 

      Mark chuckled. 

      “I could have unplugged your power strip,” she retaliated. 

      He shoved his thick glasses back off the edge of his nose. “Scaring me is just fine. What’s up?”

      She handed him her phone. “I just received an anonymous call from someone claiming to have information on the operation of a drug boss we’re tracking down. It showed up as an unknown caller. Any chance you can track down the number’s owner?”

      Glitch took the phone and looked at the call log. “Let me see what I can do...it’s this one? The call from two minutes ago?”

      “Yes.”

      He swiveled back toward a screen and started typing. Then he grabbed a stray phone charger sitting along his desk and plugged it into the device. “Give me a few minutes. I’ll see what I can find.”

      Ellie thanked him and returned to her cubicle. She took a small notepad from a drawer and scratched down every word of the conversation exactly as it happened. Then she leaned back in her chair and bit down on her lower lip while she mentally massaged it all.  

      One nugget appeared, that was all. It was a philosophy, a worldview, a specific way of looking at life. The caller had said, “Skepticism is good for the soul. It keeps one guessing. Makes life interesting.” She underlined it three times on the pad. It didn’t tell her who he was, where he was calling from. It did, however, offer a psychological window into the belief system of the caller. It could come in handy later.

      Ellie scooted her chair in and picked up the desk phone. She and Mark needed to make a plan. If the caller wasn’t lying, then they had just been given an early Christmas present. If he was, they could be walking into an ambush or a setup. Ellie liked presents. She did not like being played the fool. 

      

      
        
        〜〜〜〜〜

      

      

      

      Nothing had turned up. 

      For the last twenty-four hours, Garrett’s office had scrambled to find any information on the anonymous caller that had reached out to Ellie. They found nothing to go on. Glitch couldn’t get anywhere. Two hours after Ellie had left her phone with him, Glitch had returned to her cubicle looking dejected and out of sorts. It wasn’t a traceable call, he said, and then went on to explain that there were only a couple ways to truly cloak a call’s origination point, something that was much different than simply hiding your number from the person you’re calling. The first way was to utilize a VPN—a virtual private network. Once the VPN was installed on a device, it could mask communication channels by encrypting data coming to and from the phone. This would make it appear as if the device were located in a different region. Glitch said this particular method still left a few bread crumbs to pick up since the provider was technically required to keep partial records of the communication. Eliminating this scenario led Glitch to conclude that Ellie’s caller had utilized a burner phone. Burner phones were prepaid numbers that used a service called a mobile virtual network operator, MVNO, for short. Signing up for an MVNO requires no identifying information whatsoever. So you make a call, pop the SIM card, and there’s nothing to trace. It’s like reeling in a fish. Once you bring in your line, there is nothing to trace where it had been in the water. Ellie liked the analogy, especially since she figured that Glitch had never been within a hundred yards of a fishing pole. 

      So the caller didn’t want to be found, that much was clear. He had ensured that he couldn’t be traced. That alone probably negated him being ex-DEA who just didn't want to get involved. His confidence and mild bravado eliminated him from simply being an uninvolved bystander. Her caller was tied in to it all somehow. 

      Then there was the matter of why Ellie had been called directly, and on her work cell. How did anyone on the outside know who she was or what role she played in the investigation? It was unsettling at best, concerning at worst. Up to this point her investigation had been relatively quiet and low key. Sure, there was the car chase and shoot-out three weeks ago when Victor Calderón's people had tried to break him out from his transport vehicle. But even factoring that into play, it still didn’t give anyone direct access to Ellie. She had posed as a transport officer. The gunfight lasted five minutes. Ellie had subdued everyone who had come after them. All six of them. But her name hadn’t landed in the papers. Garrett had made sure of that.

      So, what then? Why did he call her? Who had called her? 

      Ellie had noted that while the caller went through the trouble of cloaking the call’s origination point, he did not cloak his voice. His voice was natural, nothing synthetic or mechanical that would indicate he was manipulating it. That showed a measure of confidence, not fear, leading Ellie to put forth a theory that could change the entire way they looked at the investigation. 

      “If he’s not ex-DEA or FBI, if he’s not one of the good guys,” she had told the team, “then he’s not on our side. That still leaves a few scenarios. Either he’s lying and it’s a setup, or he’s leveraging us to bring down his competition. Or he’s retaliating against someone who really ticked him off.”

      Mark said, “It doesn’t make sense to me why someone would just call us out of the blue and give us a legitimate tip like that.”

      “Why is that?” Garrett asked. 

      “Honestly? Because we’re not in Mexico and we’re not in Miami. We know that drugs come in and out of here, and, while I’m sure there are backwater skirmishes between distributors, I don’t see a conflict ramping up to such a level that they would personally get the feds involved. That takes a lot of balls and comes with a lot of risk. Think about it. If we take down their competition, that creates a vacuum that they end up filling somehow and that means they click a notch higher on our target list. Why would they paint a target on their backs?”

      Jet, who had the most experience of anyone in the room, spoke up. “I’ll be straight with you all. This isn’t my favorite type of scenario. A colleague of mine in New Orleans was killed in a raid seven years ago that took place because of a call just like you had, Ellie. In spite of all our intelligence gathering, the whole thing was a farce. There was no exchange and no drugs. Just a few men hidden in the shadows with semi-automatic weapons. His surveillance didn’t see them until it was too late. I’m not imposing that narrative on this situation. I’m only suggesting that it work as a backdrop against how we look into this. Caution is in order.”

      Everyone agreed. “On that note,” Ellie said, “I think the only way to proceed is to assume that the tip was legitimate. If not, we drop it and continue as we were.”

      Garrett, Jet, and Mark all agreed that it wasn’t a tip they could walk away from. 

      “Okay,” she said. “I want a game plan for tomorrow night. We’ll need to do some reconnaissance and determine a surveillance plan. The intent will be only to observe and track. We will not be engaging.”

      “Just let the deal go down?” Jet asked. He and his task force led any raids that took place out of the Fort Myers office. Letting a known drug exchange go down was like watching all the birthday cake getting eaten without getting a slice yourself. 

      “Yes,” Ellie said. “I’m not interested in doing what we’ve always done. I understand you want to get out your broom, Jet, but I have to think bigger picture. I have to work off the assumption that my incognito caller is not on our side, and so that means he placed the call to further his agenda, not ours. He wants us to take them down tomorrow night. If it’s a setup, then by only observing we’re in the clear and out of the way. If it’s legitimate this will be a perfect chance to plug in and start tracking their movements.”

      Jet nodded weakly but did not object. 

      “You three have been with the DEA far longer than I,” Ellie continued. “You know that the only way to make any progress is to decapitate these guys, not cut off a few fingers. I want to get to the top, not nab a handful of replaceable labor hands.” 

      “I get it,” Jet said. “And I’m with you. Let’s see where this goes."

      Ellie turned to Garrett. “I emailed you a list of everyone I’ve given my card to, and it’s not many. That’s the only way I can think he got my name and work cell. It could be that I gave my card to someone and they passed it on or it got around their network.”

      “I’ll have someone run known associations against them and see what we come up with.” Garrett stood up. “Let me know as soon as you have tomorrow night mapped out. I want to be in on every step of this process.”

      Ellie stood up, nodded. “Will do.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nineteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Andrés Salamanca pressed the red-lined button on his Nokia 100 cell phone and tossed it into his lap. He gazed out the windshield, past the smeared mosquitos and tiny remnants of dismembered flies that had coasted into the glass at seventy-miles-an-hour. He stared off into the pine trees. Chewy turned off the old Malibu and took his hands off the steering wheel. He set them in his lap and looked over at Andrés. He waited. 

      “Who?” he finally asked. 

      “My cousin. Francisco.” Andrés clenched his jaw and shook his head. Then he punched the dash, screamed. “Carajo!” 

      Chewy winced. He had always wondered if a move like that might set off the air bag. 

      Andrés said, almost yelling. “I told him to come out here with me. I told him Ringo would bring him on. I said, ‘You stay here and you won’t make it to forty.’ I told him that.” He choked on the last three words. It was the first time Chewy had ever seen him cry. His chin was quivering. 

      “What happened?” 

      “He’s dead. Two in the head.” 

      “How old was he?”

      “Thirty-eight. He was thirty-eight.”

      “How did it go down?”

      Andrés wiped at his eyes. “He was walking to the warehouse and stopped at a street vendor to grab some chicharrónes. It was a drive-by. They got the vendor too. Almost a thousand deaths in Juárez this year from drugs.” 

      “Your cousin, he was in the trade?”

      “Yes. He brought me into it. He was good at it. The best.” 

      It was quiet in the car for some time, Chewy feeling for his friend and his friend just...feeling. Finally he said, “I’m sorry.”

      Andrés nodded absently. “When we were young boys we were close—as brothers. We used to chase each other through the dry washes and get scraped up on crucifixion thorns. When his madre died, mine took him in and he lived in my room with me. We roamed the streets and watched each other’s backs. Finally, El Pistola—he showed us how much money we could make on runs over the border, across the Rio Grande. Those looking to escape the putrid streets of my city called the secret border crossings—in English, ‘The Holy Highway.’ But me, me and Francisco we called them simply, ‘Franklins.’ You got your kilos over the border—over or under—and you came into many Benjamin Franklins. I wouldn’t be here, working for Ringo, if it were not for him. He told me to go, to go and follow my dreams to America. But...now he is gone away. He is gone away into the arms of the Blessed Virgin.” Andrés crossed himself. 

      Chewy said. “That’s hard. I remember when my grandmother died. I was ten.” 

      “Ah...it is fine. I will be okay. It just makes me angry, you know.” He picked his phone up and set it in the console. “I tell you, Chewy. You and me. We are going to keep helping Ringo grow. Francisco was very close to my madre. I think if I can make just a little more and get a good place on the water, she would finally agree to join me out here. We are going to help Ringo expand,” he said again. “I need to buy my madre a beautiful house. She does not need to live in Juárez any longer. No more dying.” He sighed hard, the way a man might after dropping a heavy burden. “I should call her tonight.” Then Andrés flapped a couple fingers toward the CD player. “Play me some of your...what you call it? Your prophets of personal power.”

      “You sure? You hate it.”

      “Just play it.”

      Chewy pressed the power button, and the car’s speakers came to life. “...and all my heroes are self-made.” The man’s voice was deep—almost as deep as Chewy’s, but more energetic. “America grew from a few isolated colonists with a dream to a build a country. They did, and that country became known for getting whatever it wanted! Not whatever it took. Whatever it wanted. The American Dream! We went and worked for what we wanted. We were disciplined, we were smart, we dreamed a dream and put our weary, blistered feet and hands to those dreams!” The speaker took a breath, kept going, giving away his energy. “You want more? Then work hard, work smart, stay up until two in the morning working at it and then wake back up at five. There are only so many tomorrows…” 

      “Who is this?” Andrés asked. 

      “Hopper Carlson.”

      “He’s good.”

      “You like my mentors now?”

      “I did not say that.” But in fact, Andrés was starting to like Chewy’s motivational speakers. It had been two years coming. The first time he heard one of these guys he told Chewy they all sounded like greased horsecrap. But over time some of the little things they said stuck in him like a Mexican prickly pear. Things about taking control of your destiny, being a doer, being hungry for more, feeding the fire laying dormant in your veins. 

      Hopper Carlson kept at it. Andrés could picture him running back and forth across some stage in a rented downtown hotel ballroom, working the crowd into a frenzy: “None of you are going to reach the next level of your potential unless you do what you’re not doing now. There is always another level, another floor, another altitude to achieve. Your limitations are perceived limitations. The problem...the problem, you see, is…” He slowed for emphasis. “Is in...your...mind. Your mind. Do you hear me? Do you hearrrr meeeee?” His voice rose with every sentence, finally reaching an intoxicated crescendo. “You! You must get past your perceived limitations and go forth! Go forrrrrth!!” 

      Hopper Carlson was done.

      Andrés closed his eyes. His head bobbed, almost unnoticeably. “Yes...yes. That is good.”

      The bumper music faded in and then faded out leaving them once again in silence. 

      Andrés sighed again. He looked through the dirty windshield. “We need to get the car cleaned.” 

      Chewy said, “Well, if we’re going to help Ringo expand, we’d better go ahead and take care of what we came out here for.” 

      “What is this new guy’s name again?”

      “Eli. Eli Oswald.”

      “Okay.” He looked over at Chewy and pushed back thoughts of his dead cousin and the madre that he missed so very much. He set his hand on the door handle. “Let’s go forth.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty

          

        

      

    

    
      Ellie navigated her Bayliner east out of the open water and past the stonewall jetties that made up the northernmost point of Venice Beach. She turned north as they neared Snake Island, and Turner Key loomed in front of them. While not as small as its Snake Island or Bird Island neighbors, Turner Key was small by any standards, only a few acres and less than three hundred feet at its widest point. 

      Mark stood at her side casually looking at the island, and then turned away, playing the role of a disinterested pleasure seeker enjoying the water and the sun. Ellie came up on the west side of the key and slowly moved the boat onward at an easy pace of six knots. Ellie’s caller had told them the drop would occur on the east side, so she brought the boat around the north end of the island and dipped south into Lyons Bay. They had put fifty more yards of water behind them when Mark pointed his chin toward a break in the coastal vegetation. The mouth of the cove was no more than twenty feet wide. A dock that looked like it had seen recent repairs sat inside the cove on the left. A small old shed sat near the edge of the water and disappeared behind vegetation as they moved past. She and Mark looked away, looking uninterested, not wanting to draw any undue attention in the event that a spotter had been placed nearby.  

      Seeing the location in person confirmed an opinion Ellie had formed earlier in the day as she was reviewing satellite imagery of the area. “This is not a prime spot for an exchange,” she said as they pulled away and headed back to the jetties. One pass around the island was as much risk as she was willing to take and was all she needed.  

      “I was just thinking the same thing,” Mark said. 

      The place was landlocked, and, other than long canals running through Venice and up to the north, there was no point of exit except the way they had come in. The barrier islands had no break back into the Gulf for miles. So, one way in, one way out.  

      Nothing about the location was a good spot. You had to go south fifteen miles before Stump Pass cut through the barriers and coves and the estuaries started to open up onto the inland coastline. That point on the map and all the way south past Marco Island were ideal spots for unloading and loading. Down there, hundreds of tiny inlets and miles and miles of untrampled swampland made for easy exits. Up here, once any boats got past the jetties, it was open water for ten miles either direction and nowhere but western facing beaches and the waters of the Gulf. Not exactly ideal if you’re noticed and the authorities come after you. 

      If Norman Hardy really was connected to this, he must be the singular reason for the unusual location selection. The older man did, in fact, own the island, that much they had confirmed. He was worth a few hundred million dollars, and from the little they had been able to find on him, had been a social recluse for most of the last thirty years, occasionally spotted fishing in the surrounding bays or metal detecting at local beaches during off-peak hours. 

      “If something is going down tomorrow, they’ll probably have an lookout stationed along here,” Ellie said, nodding to the jetties. 

      Mark said, “If I were on their side, I’d be drawing straws to try and get out of working the drop. They might as well be doing the exchange in a sewer pipe. There’s no other way out.” He looked at Ellie. “You think this is legit? I don’t have a good feeling about it.” 

      “Only one way to find out,” she said. The Bayliner moved past a channel marker, and Ellie opened up the engine and headed south back to Saint James City. The wind whipped at her hair and sent her blouse flapping against her neck like an angry bird. “I’m getting up close tomorrow night,” she yelled over the wind. 

      “Up close?” Mark yelled back. “What do you mean?”

      Ellie grinned. “You’ll see.” 

      
        
        _______________

      

      

      Ellie drove to Venice via US Route 41 and turned west onto Ablee Road. She parked her Silverado in a public parking space at Nokomis Beach. It was just before midnight, two hours before the supposed drug exchange was set to occur out on Turner Key. Ellie still had her doubts, still wondered if the call had been some kind of a prank or intended to put them on a false trail. Either way, they wouldn’t be walking into a trap. She would be the only one in the immediate area tonight. Jet, Mark, and Glitch, along with a couple other agents, were set up in a surveillance van just beyond South Jetty Beach, a mile south of Ellie's current location and a half mile south of Turner Key. Jet had wanted to send a couple of his men with her, but she stood firm in her decision to go at it alone. The fewer people around the cove the better, and Ellie could perform a surveillance operation like this in her sleep. Garrett had agreed that it was best for her to go solo and made certain that she was fitted with all the gear she would need. 

      She undressed in the truck’s cab and pulled herself into a black neoprene wetsuit. It clung to her body like a second skin. She strapped a small waterproof rucksack across her chest. In it was a thermal camera, night optics camera, and a Glock 23 with an attached suppressor. She put a thin layer of dark grease paint around her eyes and encased her head in a black diving hood. She looked around and, seeing no one, grabbed her fins and stepped from the truck. Ellie stayed in the shadows of the small trees lining the inlet and stopped to put on her fins before slipping silently into the dark water. 

      Wanting to keep a low profile, Ellie hadn’t brought a snorkel, and three minutes later, when she reached the point where she had to swim in the open water, she took a deep breath, dove down several feet, and headed directly for the northern edge of Turner Key. When she arrived she came up slowly and, after recharging her oxygen levels, swam quietly and slowly down the eastern edge of the island. It took her six minutes to reach the mouth of the cove. 

      The first order of business was to scope out the area. Jet had a drone in the air, and it had picked up no movement on the island. Ellie wanted to make sure. If anyone so much as smelled her, they would call the whole thing off. Earlier that day Ellie had decided to set up inside the narrow cove, at the end farthest from the mouth. Satellite surveillance conducted earlier showed that, at its widest, the cove was ninety-two feet. The dock and the shack were halfway in on the left as she came in.  

      Staying at the perimeter, Ellie ducked beneath the surface again. She finned through the water and finally felt the spider-like roots of a buttonwood tree directly in front of her. Staying beneath the water, she reached through the thick roots. She was holding a small black cube, three inches across. Ellie pressed a button and dropped it. She started counting and then turned and silently swam several body lengths away. She timed forty seconds and swam back. The little box had generated a small electrical pulse that, for half a minute, shot out through the water in a fifteen foot radius. Anything hovering around the spot she desired to hide in would have scattered. One could never be exactly sure what was living within the mangroves. Ellie didn’t feel much like getting bit by some scared sea creature. She slid her body behind the roots, being careful not to snag on any oyster shells or barnacles, and slowly, quietly, came up, bringing her feet to rest on the sandy bottom. She turned her body around. The dock was now in front of her and to her left. The other side of the cove had a naked shoreline, no mangroves that would make it difficult to get to the grassy area around the shack. She squeezed her eyes, and droplets of salt water fell away. Opening the pack on her chest, she pulled out the thermal camera along with a breathable polyester hood, which she slid over her head. The hood was intended to hide the soft glow of the camera screen. Holding the camera up, she pointed it across the water and scanned the shack and the area around it. The topside of the dock and the roof of the shack glowed a muted orange, still holding some of the heat from the late evening sun that had gone down hours before. The camera couldn’t see into the shack, but it didn’t reveal any traces of heat through the cracks in the wood. As far as Ellie could make out, no one was inside. Everything else glowed a cool green and blue save for a small red blot on the screen a few yards beyond the shack. Ellie took it to be a small animal. She turned the camera off, pulled off the hood, and placed them back the pack. 

      Perfect. She was alone. 

      She adjusted her earpiece. “You have good eyes out there?” she whispered. 

      Jet’s voice came back. “Affirmative. All clear.” 

      “I’m going over. Keep eyes,” she said. 

      “Affirmative.” 

      She slipped her fins off and tucked them into a cluster of roots. She dove under the water and slithered up onto the land at a point thirty feet from the dock. She came out of the water and stepped softly into the wild grass. She walked another twenty feet to the edge of a thin treeline and stood motionless for two minutes, letting the water drip off her. It wouldn’t help matters any if someone got here well before the supposed exchange and saw wet footprints around the area. When she was satisfied that her legs and feet had relinquished most of their heavy moisture, she quickly made her way to the shack and set her ear against the old wood walls. It was quiet. Ellie had intended on planting a couple bugs inside, but now that she was seeing the structure in person there was no need. She could minimize any disturbance and risks of creating tracks by slipping the microphones into the cracks between the lumber. Reaching a hand into front of the pack, Ellie plucked out two black dots the size of a dime, each less than a centimeter tall. The rusty corrugated roof hung off the edge of the shack a few inches. Ellie placed a mic under the lip then walked around the shack and wedged one in between the boards right next to the floor. 

      She rubbed her fingers together next to the mic. “Test,” she whispered. 

      Five seconds later she heard, “Good to go. We have sound.” 

      That was all she needed to do up here. Ellie retraced her steps and reentered the water. She swam back to her previous spot at the far end of the cove and positioned herself back into the buttonwood and mangrove’s cage of roots. 

       She was perfectly placed. Branches and leaves hung over her, cloaking her. Tucked away from the entrance to the cove meant that she wouldn’t have any traffic moving past her. It was quiet—no boats were cruising in the bay this time of night, and the thick cover of the trees insulated against outside noises. Only the scattered song of cicadas or the gurgly warble of a spoonbill could occasionally be heard. 

       The water was warm, and this far north of the Everglades she didn’t have to worry about gators hanging around this near to the ocean. Occasionally, one would be spotted on a beach or in a residential pool, but for the most part the salty waters of the bays this far north detracted gators from spending much time in them. Gators were incredibly stealthy and in pitch black water would be almost impossible to detect. The tree roots acted like a jail of sorts, barring Ellie against an attack that was unlikely to come. But just in case, she had a nine inch fixed-blade tactical knife strapped to her outer right thigh.  

      Jet’s voice broke through the stillness of the evening. “We have something,” he said. “Parked at South Jetty Beach not two hundred yards from us. He’s climbing over the rocks of the south jetty. Hold.” One of the other agents in the van was operating the drone. The Wasp III was a miniature UAV, weighed less than a pound, was not even three feet wide, and was equipped with infrared and night vision cameras. If the operation went down tonight as anticipated, they would get a second one in the air to track any movements away from the island. 

      Jet’s voice returned. “He’s perched in a crevice in the rocks. Seems that we have a lookout. Ellie, we may have a green light.”

      She didn’t reply. From here on, she would keep radio silence. Opening her pack again, she pulled out the night vision optics and secured them to her head, not yet setting them over her eyes. 

      It was thirty minutes after midnight, still an hour-and-a-half before the supposed rendezvous, so Ellie rested her head back and closed her eyes. This evening’s operation brought back memories of a similar mission five years prior, carried out in Boca de Briceño, Ecuador. 

      Her team was seven members, and only three of them had been dispatched to Ecuador. The target was an Egyptian mercenary who had been selling illegal arms to insurgents in the Sudan. From the CIA’s perspective, he was arming the wrong side of the faction. Three months earlier, the Agency had sent in a different team to take the man out. They had failed in their primary objective, only succeeding in killing two bystanders—a small girl and her mother—and their target escaped to South America. Ellie and her team had been called in to clean up the mess and to complete the objective. 

      Ellie’s team—TEAM 99—was a shadow and never appeared on formal letterhead. Only a handful of people even knew they existed. On that particular night in Ecuador, Ellie had swum two miles up the coast and entered a small lagoon under the cover of darkness. They waited for the target’s mistress to leave, and Ellie’s team members—Voltaire and Cicero—came down off the hillside and quietly flushed him out of his vacation house. His retreat down the hill and toward the water was predictable. He exited the house wearing only his boxers and an untied cotton bath robe. A winding dirt path led down the hill to his private dock. 

      Simply executing him in his home or placing a bomb on his boat would have been easier, but the mission demanded that the target disappear, not go up in a fireball that made regional headlines. Trying to nail him in Cairo had gone wrong in every way. This cleanup needed to be smooth; no one would be able to point to murder or a planned assault. 

      The decision to place Ellie in the water was a simple one. They wanted no visible marks of any kind where his body had been dragged off, didn't want any blood to indicate foul play. No, he needed to simply disappear.

      The panicked target got to his boat only to find that his keys were not in the hidden compartment in the console where he kept them. From her position in the water and from beneath the cover of the mangroves, Ellie had fired a small, but quiet, air cannon. The weapon looked like a small grenade launcher and ejected a polyester net with a steel ball on each of its corners. A small pop was all he would have heard. And then the net enveloped him and he thrashed around as if he were caught in a spider’s web. Ellie gave a strong tug, and he tumbled into the water. Hand over hand she quickly pulled him toward her until his frightened eyes were looking into hers. She said nothing, only slid in behind him and, keeping a hand on his mouth so his screams could not be heard, wrapped herself around him and tightened her arm across his throat until his struggle slowed and his breath left him. Then she gathered the net and swam back the two miles to her entry point, towing his body behind her. 

      The mission had been executed perfectly. Her target had simply vanished. No headlines, no political backlash to deal with. Ellie had loved the work she had done with TEAM 99. There were some days, even now, when she missed it. The intrigue, the thrill. But even more, the belief that she was playing a small but effective role in defending the country she loved so much. 

       The target Ellie killed in Ecuador may very well have been an Egyptian mercenary selling illegal arms to insurgents in the Sudan. He may have been a peripheral threat to the United States. 

      Or, perhaps, he wasn’t.

      To this day Ellie still fought against doubts that Mortimer—their team’s director—was who he had said he was. Mortimer had been a key part of selecting the members of TEAM 99. Their eighteen months of training had begun with nineteen others; a total of twenty-five trainees. Ellie was one of seven who made the cut. Mortimer had overseen the training personally—never as a participant—he was pear-shaped and most comfortable sitting behind a desk or in a deer blind. When the training was complete, Mortimer had invited Ellie to go duck hunting on his private ranch in Virginia, and, as they sat hidden against the treeline, he offered her the position himself. It was with a clear sense of sober anticipation that she said yes. One week later she, Mortimer, and her six new team members shipped off to Brussels where they set up in a small private compound at the U.S. Army Garrison at Benelux. Brussels was the home of NATO headquarters and provided ready access to locations in Europe, Africa, or the Middle East. Mortimer, who had held positions at the Pentagon, the NSA, and the CIA, was TEAM 99’s primary source of information relating to their missions. It was rare that an officer from Langley would come out and brief them in person. It happened, but not often. 

      That night in Saint Petersburg, when it became clear that some of their missions over the last six years may have been bolstered by false or misleading information, Ellie had started to wonder about Mortimer: who he was really working for and the true purpose of TEAM 99. She wondered if the team truly had been sanctioned by the CIA director himself, as they had been told, and she mused over whether or not some of what they had done went to further someone's personal agenda over that of the United States. 

      To this day she still didn’t know. 

      Now, sitting neck deep in salt water, hidden in the back end of a Florida cove, Ellie didn’t have to wonder which side she was on. She was home for good and, for the moment, remained intent on ridding the area of clandestine drug networks. 

      Jet’s voice pierced her thoughts. “A boat just cleared the jetties. Coming toward you from the south.”

      Ellie secured her footing and pulled the night optics goggles over her eyes. She adjusted them. She looked toward the cove’s entrance and waited.

      “Fifty yards,” Jet said.

      A minute later and the white hull of a fishing boat, glowing against the green luminescence of the night optics, slowly moved into the cove and docked. Ellie reached up and flicked a button on her headset. Her optics were now wirelessly connected to a feed in the surveillance van.  

      Three men got out of the boat; two short, one tall, by the looks of them all Latino. They said nothing, walked into the shack, and shut the door. Ellie’s audio feed was connected directly to Jet, and she was unable to hear the feed from the surveillance devices she had placed at the shack. Soft yellow light came streaming through the cracks in the shack, and for the next fifteen minutes there was no movement from that side of the cove. Then, Jet gave her notice that another boat was coming in. It carried a single passenger: average height, no hair, shoulders beginning to slump forward. Norman Hardy. He pulled in, tied off, and, with slower, arthritic movements, got out of the boat and went inside.  

      “No kidding,” Ellie heard Jet whisper. “Unreal.”

      Ellie silently agreed with him. Whoever her anonymous caller was, he seemed to have been correct about Norman Hardy’s little side business. That a man as legitimately wealthy as Hardy would be running drugs up the west coast of Florida was almost unbelievable.  

      Jet said, “One more coming at you. Just cleared the jetties. It’s a go-fast by the looks of it.” 

      A couple minutes later the deep drone of gurgling engines sounded through the cove, and a cigarette boat turned in and slid easily through the dark water. As it docked Ellie took notice of the boat’s triple 400 horsepower turbo engines; heavy duty lower units that together would be capable of up to eighty knot speeds in calm waters. This was a serious boat and was extremely difficult to detect on radar, even more difficult to catch. The Coast Guard had answered such watercraft in recent years with a go-fast version of their own, equipped with anti-materiel rifles used to disable the engines of fleeing boats. Two men hopped out of the speedboat. The door to the shack opened, and Norman Hardy came out, followed by the first three arrivals. Norman stood to the side, and the other men worked quickly, unloading the go-fast boat and walking thick, square packages four or five at a time into the shack. After ten minutes they switched course and started loading the first boat—a long center console—with the remainder of the illegal cargo. It didn’t take them long to finish. When they were done, one of the men shook hands with Norman, said something Ellie couldn’t hear, and got into the fishing boat, followed by one other. The boat’s engine growled to life, and it quickly left the cove, heading south, most likely out toward the open water. Norman and another went back inside the shack. The last man stayed on the dock as a lookout. 

      Ellie needed to swim over to the go-fast. 

      She had one more thing to do.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-One

          

        

      

    

    
      She needed to get a tracker on that boat. The go-fast had most likely originated in Cuba or Mexico. That’s where it would be going back to. The odds were that it would meet another boat for fuel and then head off back to its home port. Jet’s team had Mondongo Rocks under surveillance, and as yet there had been no more gas drop-offs, not since Ellie had witnessed the last one herself. The surest way to track the go-fast boat would be retasking a satellite. But there were downsides to that, the foremost of which would be cloudy weather obscuring their view, causing them to lose the boat altogether. Besides that, the regional DEA division hadn’t been the most supportive in Garrett’s efforts to do anything beyond small, local raids that produced only a few kilos at a time. Getting access to a satellite would be an endeavour in pulling teeth off of a crocodile. 

      Ellie reached down and slipped her feet back into her fins. She removed the goggles and returned them to the pack still mounted on her chest. Then she pulled out the small tracker. It was the size of a half dollar. There were smaller trackers available but not one that would have a range of a thousand nautical miles. After securing the seal on her pack, Ellie took a couple good breaths and dipped underneath the water. No light penetrated the inky water. It was like she was swimming through a vat of used car oil. Using the pressure against her ears, she gauged her depth and stayed about six feet under so her fins wouldn’t disturb the surface in any way. With only her sense of direction and intuition to guide her, Ellie headed for the rear of the boat. It would be crucial to come up out of sight of the lookout. There wasn’t much ambient light—the moon was but a fingernail and the stars shrouded in erratic cloud cover. Still, the human eye had an uncanny ability to adjust when left in the darkness for a length of time. 

      The last thing anyone wanted was for this outfit to think they were being watched. If they suspected the feds being on to them, they would change everything: personnel, routes, logistics, locations. It would be a complete reshuffling of the deck, and everyone would end up with completely different cards. Ellie wasn’t interested in nabbing a couple runners. She wanted to go as deep into the organization as they could. A high-profile man like Norman Hardy was involved, but surely it went beyond him. Even if it didn’t, the DEA didn’t have the organizational schematics figured out yet. And that’s what was important to Ellie. Not just making arrests, but uprooting the networks and the people laying the roads, not just the ones driving on them. 

      Ellie kept on, keeping her hands out in front to feel. If she hit her point, she would come up on the left side of the transom. 

      And she did. She rose slowly, ensuring that she didn’t make any noise as she penetrated the surface. She moved around to the port quarter so the man on the dock couldn’t see her. The tracker was in two parts: the first, a thin piece of metal matching the size of the tracker; the second was the tracker itself.  Treading water, she removed the backing off the thin piece of metal and then slid her arm around to the inside of the motor and over to the lower section of the exhaust housing. She pressed the metal sticker into it and rubbed her hand over it. Next, she took the tracker and cautiously held it over the sticker. There was a magnetic attraction, so Ellie kept a finger between the two pieces to keep the click from sounding when they came together. When she was finished, Ellie moved to the port side. The tracker would remain in place until the boat reached its country and port of origin. Once the DEA had that piece of information, they would also have their course across the water and could share it with the Coast Guard. There was nothing to be done with the adhesive plate. That would stay on the boat, and the crew, whenever they discovered it, would wonder what it was, who put it there. The tracker, however, would be sent a signal as it came into port, and the magnet would be released, causing the tracker to fall off into the water.  

      Ellie stayed hidden by the boat and listened. She heard muffled voices coming from the shack, nothing from the lookout on the dock. She needed to get back across the cove. She slowly dipped below again and pushed off the boat’s hull to assist her depth. She swam out and finned through the water, coming up underneath a cluster of mangroves five feet left of where she had been aiming. She slid back behind the roots and put on her NVGs again so Jet and Mark could continue recording. She pressed a button at her temple, and the goggles zoomed in. 

      Through her earpiece she heard, “Have the tracker signal. Good job.”

      
        
        _______________

      

      

      The go-fast boat was gone five minutes later, the last two men having gone with it. Norman Hardy was left alone on his island and did not appear to be in a big hurry to leave. He casually strolled back-and-forth over the dock smoking a cigarette. Every few minutes he returned to the shack only to come back out after half a minute or so. Ellie kept the camera on him the entire time. Then, like a phantom misting up out of a coal mine, a dark kayak slipped up to the dock, and someone got out, a suppressed semi-automatic rifle slung across his back. The figure was large, muscular, and by his slow and controlled movements, clearly well-trained. Jet had not notified her. He must not have picked it up. They had most likely moved the drones to cover the boats as far as they were able. The paddler was so quiet Ellie hadn’t heard or seen anything until he was fully in the open. 

      Watching the video feed, Jet said, “Sorry, Ellie. I missed him.” 

      Norman was on the dock and walked up to the darkened newcomer. After a few words, Norman nodded and got back into his boat. He started the engine and slowly moved away from his island. The figure he left behind walked into the shack. The light went out. The door opened again, and then he stepped out, walked to the end of the dock, and lay down, then reached out and grabbed the line to the kayak. He stood back up and drew the kayak up onto the dock. Then, rather than leaving it there or dragging it on its bottom, he picked it up and walked it to the back of the shack where he set it down. Then he walked to the east side of the rickety structure and sat down in the wild grass, sitting upright in the darkness against the treeline, clothed fully in black and staring straight ahead. Ellie zoomed in on him with her night vision. His face was blacked out with black camo paint and a wide-brim boonie sat low over his eyes. Norman Hardy had conscripted professional security to keep an eye over the remainder of the packages that were still inside the shack. That’s when the words spun through Ellie’s mind—one right after the other—making a precise connection that caused a dim light of fresh knowledge to dawn behind her eyes. 

      Security. Private Security. Hawkwing. 

      More possible and probable connections came: Trigg Deneford, special forces; Hawkwing employed many ex-military; Norman Hardy connected to Trigg Deneford.

      Then the question came, the one that popped up the day she met Trigg Deneford at the country club, the day she realized that he indeed was selling drugs. The question that kept tugging at her like an unhappy toddler in a grocery aisle. 

      Who was he partnered with down here?

      And now she knew. Or, at least partially.  

      The go-fast had brought in a direct shipment—probably from Mexico—and the other boat had taken some of it, but not all of it. The remainder was behind a hedge of desiccated wood so fragile that a burly racoon could push it over. And now it was also being guarded. 

      Ellie thought of Eric Cardoza and how he had been sitting behind a desk at Mondongo Key Island, keeping an eye on—guarding—the small key a half mile out, monitoring a drop point for gas cans, ensuring the location remained safe and unnoticed. He worked for Hawkwing, and that connection is what had led her to Tampa to talk with Paul Greenberg and Trigg Deneford. But pieces were still missing. So far they didn’t know who was actually running the show. Everything, however, pointed to Nunez. His men tried busting Victor Calderón out of jail, so they knew he was still out there somewhere. The stash house at Ridgeside, where Mark and Ellie had seen Eric Cardoza, that address had known associations with Nunez. Was he the conductor? Maybe. The composer? Maybe that too. Mateo Nunez was a big player. He had a reputation for killing people who tried to squeal on him. All that and yet Ellie and her team still couldn’t trace him back to anything. It was starting to feel more and more like Ellie was in a maze looking for someone who wasn’t between the hedges at all but was up on high looking down on her from above, seeing every turn she made and evading her gaze. 

      For a half hour Ellie watched the figure, and he never moved. He never stretched, never scratched, never looked to be in discomfort from staying in the same position for a long period of time. He sat Indian-style with his wrists set on his knees. That kind of discipline could only come from the best training. Whoever was across the water from her was ex-military, probably ex-special forces. 

      “Discontinue,” Jet said. “We have what we need.”

      It was time to leave. 

      The challenge now was that the cove was not empty as it had been when she arrived. Her exit would have to be precise. Any small splash or hint of movement would have the guard on his feet investigating, his rifle no longer slung over his back, but in his hands with his finger resting along the edge of the trigger guard. 

      Ellie debated heeding Jet’s words. If she stuck around, she might get decent footage of the drugs in the shack being moved out. They might see fresh faces behind all this and have them on record. But on the other hand, the longer she stayed in the cove, the greater the risk that she could be discovered. Especially if Mr. Darkman over there had a keen sense of intuition. Some people did. It was creepy. Adding to that, Ellie really didn’t want to spend the next few hours in the water. It would be daylight soon enough, and she couldn’t be here then. 

      “Ellie.” Jet was still watching the feed from her goggles and knew she had yet to start packing up. “I’m keeping aerial surveillance on the island. Discontinue.”

      Ellie moved slowly, carefully. She turned off the goggles and slowly slid them up off her head and returned them to the pack. Reaching down, she made her feet snug in the fins and pressed her waterproof earpiece into her ear canal. Then, at the pace of a few inches every ten seconds, she moved out of the cloister of covering. She lowered herself down into the water until her lips were almost touching the surface. Then, for the next five minutes, she breathed very slowly. She now had to make it all the way out of the cove and past the entrance back into the bay before she came up and took fresh air into her lungs. Ellie could hold her breath underwater for just over four minutes while swimming. Well, she thought, maybe three. It had been some time since she tried. She was still in top physical shape, but it had been over three years now since she had been on TEAM 99 and tested her endurance every month. The key to holding your breath for long periods of time was to spend a few minutes breathing slowly and then, just before entering beneath the water, take a big, deep breath to fill the entire diaphragm with oxygen. So that’s what she did. Five minutes later she descended once again into the coal black water. She went low enough to give several feet of clearance between the tips of her fins and the waterline, then she slowly began finning through the water, keeping a course for where she knew the entrance to the cove to be. 

      She leveled off when, gauging the pressure against her ears, she guessed to be at a depth of eight feet. The fins helped, and she moved through the water swiftly. Finally, when she was satisfied that she had gone more than the proper distance, she started to rise. Until, that is, her earpiece sounded off. Jet said, rather urgently, “Ellie, we have another bogie coming in. Looks like a paddler identical to the first one.”

      Her heart rate spun higher. She couldn’t talk, couldn’t ask a clarifying question. A paddler? Where, then? Where was he? Still in the bay? Entering the cove? She couldn’t afford to be noticed. It would ruin the entire operation. She was still a couple feet from breaking the surface. Ellie estimated that she was probably five yards from the entrance, now on the bay side. 

      “Ellie,” Jet said. “He’s coming in from the south. The kayak just popped out of the fringe a few seconds ago, so we didn’t see it until then. It’s about twenty feet from the mouth of the cove.”

      Ellie wasted no time. She started to duck her head and dive when she felt the water move hard against the side of her right calf. A paddle stroke had just missed her. She finned hard, forcing her arms through the water in a furious attempt to get out from under the kayak.

      But it was too late. 

      The tip of a paddle hit her in the side of her left ankle. It wasn’t forceful—the paddler was skimming the surface, silently and expertly moving with as little noise as possible. Just like Mr. Darkman who was sitting like a statue on the island. 

      “Ellie, they stopped.” A pause, and then, “We can’t zoom in, but it looks like—”

      Jet’s voice was still going, but Ellie tuned him out. She tuned him out when she felt the blade of the paddle’s tip crash down into her hamstring, sending a hot flame of fire up her leg, into her buttocks, and up through her lower back. She ignored it, ignored the panic trying to bulge in her chest. Panic that had come from not only the pain but also the realization that she had been found out. Whoever was up there had felt the paddle catch and had turned it into a spear. The paddle came straight down; a clean strike with no angle at all, forced down with the precision of fighter who had been trained to turn anything into a weapon. 

      With her leg burning and her air running out, Ellie swam deeper to get out of the reach of the paddle. It stabbed down again, this time missing her ankle by the width of a fishing line. She keeping swimming down, finally realizing just how much your hamstring played a part in moving your fins through the water. Through it all everything had been silent. Even the paddle piercing down through the water was hardly noticeable. The clandestine kayaker above wouldn’t know if she was a manatee, a dolphin, or a person. Clearly though, he was taking no chances. Now, as Ellie swam hard to get out of range, she heard a noise that she recognized as clearly as she did Major’s voice or Citrus’s yip. The sound of a bullet entering the water, chopping through it like a tiny submarine. The bullet hummed just past her left ear. Another. This time it raced past her right shoulder and, as it did, tore through her wet suit and the outer layer of her skin. The salt water stung as it raced into the fresh wound, and Ellie bit down hard on her bottom lip. Her lungs were screaming now, a fire of their own accord. Ellie could hear Jet’s frantic voice, but she couldn’t listen. She had two choices. Within seconds she could be at the surface with her Glock drawn. She could pop off two rounds into the paddler’s chest and swim off. But that would ruin the entire operation—she could have just walked up to the dock earlier and introduced herself to everyone. 

      Her only other option was to keep going. 

      So she did, ignoring the pain in her leg and arm and the liquid fire in her lungs. The alarming nature of the altercation had used up precious oxygen. One of the first rules of any operation was to always expect something to go wrong. To be prepared for anything. Ellie cursed herself as she moved further down. She had known better, of course she had, but once she had most of the cove behind her and was heading back into the bay, she had let her guard down. 

      Another round sliced into the water, this time hissing a few feet to her right. He was shooting blindly. That was both good and bad. But at least he had moved off of her. After hitting her with the paddle, he wouldn’t know where she was. He still wouldn’t know what she was.  

      One more bullet cut into the water, further behind her now. It was the last shot she heard. Now the only sound was the hum of her own angry blood rushing all too fast through her ears, propelled by an overactive heartbeat all too fast for her current situation. Deprived of oxygen, her lungs were betraying her, pleading for her to get above the surface. But she couldn’t—someone was only yards from her and would shoot her the moment she came up. She swam north. She still had her bearings, but after the skirmish and now the pain, she couldn't be exactly sure. There still wasn’t a sliver of light. She may as well have been diving on the Titanic. 

      So she swam. She relaxed her mind and swam, finning through the water and praying that she would soon feel the saving cover of the coastal vegetation about her hands. Stars began swirling in front of her closed eyelids, some red but mostly white, dancing like they were being stirred by an unseen spoon. With her last few moments of air, Ellie felt the slimy firmness of thick roots. She grabbed them and turned herself upward. It took every last bit of oxygen and energy to control her muscles and to keep from breaking the surface with a choked gasp. She brought her mouth out of the water and once her nose had cleared she slowly, with every bit of control she could muster, brought air into her lungs. Her heart was beating rapidly, but Ellie forced herself to breathe slowly. She silently exhaled and then slowly took in more air. 

      Jet was still coming through her earpiece. As her heart rate slowed and oxygen once again filled her cells, she tuned in. “He’s still looking around. We can’t see you. I don’t know where you are in relation to him. He’s at the mouth of the cove, not moving.”

      That was what Ellie needed to know. She turned her body upright and moved deeper into the overgrowth. She brought her head out of the water and looked toward the direction she had come from. The kayaker was twenty yards away. Ellie had swum further north than she had thought. He wouldn’t find her. Not that he would begin an expedition for her—the odds were that he still figured her for an animal. But he would have been trained not to work off his assumptions but a worst case scenario instead. He was good at his job. 

      “He’s moving in toward the shack. You’re clear, Ellie.”

      She took another minute to fully regain her oxygen levels and start off back the way she had come in. She arrived at water’s edge near her truck ten minutes later. She took off her fins and slipped out of the water. 

      She touched the tiny button on her earpiece.  “I’m okay,” she said. 

      “Oh, dear Lord, Ellie. We could see him shooting into the water. Are you all right?”

      “Yeah. He didn’t make me. I got out.”

      “Why did he shoot at you?” It was Mark. 

      Ellie filled him in on how his paddle had engaged her. “Are you still across the jetties?” she asked. 

      “Yes. We’re watching the video feeds and the tracker.”

      “Let me get out of this wetsuit, and I’ll drive over. Give me half an hour.” 

      

      
        
        〜〜〜〜〜

      

      

      

      Ellie rapped lightly on the door to the surveillance van. Mark opened it, and she stepped inside and shut the door behind her. When she looked back, Glitch, Jet, Mark, and two others were all staring at her with concerned eyes.

      She offered a tired smile. “I’m fine,” she said. “Really, I am.”  

      “What was that paranoid idiot doing shooting into the water?” Mark steamed. 

      “Like I said, he nicked me with his paddle. Obviously, those guys are paid to keep that little operation we saw tonight in the dark—literally. He was just covering his bases. I would have done the same thing in his shoes.”

      Jet said, “I talked with Garrett. Did he call you yet?” 

      “He did.” He had called, worried after he’d gotten an update from Jet. She’d given him a run-down, assured him she was all right, and told him she was going to go home and file her report online and then take a couple days off. That, Garrett said, was fine by him. When Ellie agreed to come on as a DEA contractor a couple months ago, it was with the understanding that it would be part time; three, maybe four days a week. The investigation was quickly getting to a point where Ellie was starting to feel like she would need to step up her hours. It didn’t concern her. They were making good progress, and that’s what mattered most to her at the end of the day. 

      Mark rolled a chair toward her. “Here, sit down.” She winced as she stepped toward it. Her hamstring was going to have a nice bruise to show for it all. She had wrapped her upper arm with gauze from the first-aid kit she kept in her truck. She sat down and looked at everyone. They were still staring at her. “Would you stop it?” she said. “I’m fine. His paddle hit me in the back of the leg, and a bullet skimmed my arm.”

      “He shot you?” Glitch said. This, coming from a man who usually never saw more action than someone reaching for a doughnut faster than he did. 

      “It grazed me. Skin wound. Nothing more.”

      Mark rubbed his forehead with his fingers. “I’m sorry, Ellie. I thought this whole thing would just be an easy in and out for you. I had no idea.”

      “That’s the risk we take,” she replied. She’d been in worse situations, and had the scar to show for it, seven inches long on her lower back from where a Jordanian’s knife had sliced into her. It took three years for feeling to return fully to the area. “So fill me in,” she said. “That’s why I’m here.”

      And for a moment they all forget about her getting paddled and shot. The men huddled around in front of a wall of monitors, some full color, some black and white, and Ellie stepped in with them. Glitch stuck a pencil between his teeth and laid one hand on a joystick and the other on a keyboard. With his chin he pointed toward the screen directly in front of him. He spoke past the pencil. “Here. That’s the go-fast.” A small blip showed up inside concentric circles. “They pulled up and stopped for a bit ten miles offshore. We think to gas-up. Now, it’s already a hundred miles out, blazing across the open Gulf toward Mexico at seventy-five-ish knots. They’ll have to slow down a little once they hit the current, but they’ll probably be at their destination by the time we’re done with lunch tomorrow.”

      “Once they arrive we’ll release the tracker,” Jet said. “We won’t know when it’s coming back, but knowing their origination point is a great start. We’ll be able to interface with other offices that know more about who’s sending what out of that location.” His voice held a bit of excitement. 

      Mark pointed to another screen. “The other boat—the one that loaded up some of the shipment—is moving up toward Tampa. It stopped for a while near Bonita Springs and then kept going north. I’ve put a fresh drone on it.” 

      “Great,” she said. “I’ll be interested where the shipment that’s still sitting in that shack ends up. And where those two pulling security roll off to.”

      “Us too,” Jet said. He stepped over to a tall Thermos and refilled his coffee cup.

      “I’m taking the next couple days off,” Ellie said. “If you compile all the info from tonight and need me to come in sooner, just let me know. If not, let’s make a new game plan when I get back. Good?”

      “Good,” they all said. 

      “Either way,” she said. “Don’t let me sit in the dark. Call me tomorrow with an update.”

      Mark put a concerned hand on her good shoulder. “You sure you’re good? I can drive you back.” Ellie was beginning to like working with Mark more and more. He was smart, diligent, and, not that it really mattered, thoughtful. 

      “I’m fine. Really.”

      “Okay,” he said. “I’ll call you tomorrow and let you know what else we’ve got.”

      She opened the door and stepped out. Jet came out behind her. He shut the door. “Hey, listen, I just want to say thank you.”

      “For what?”

      “Well, since you came on we’ve started making some progress. I was right there with Garrett, frustrated that I could only commission my teams toward localized raids. It looks like we’re really starting to get into the land of the higher-ups, and we all have you to thank for that. You’re doing a good thing, you know.”

      “Thanks, Jet. We’re a team. Everyone is playing their part well.”

      “Maybe one of these days we can get you to come on full time, huh?”

      “Nice try.”

      He grinned, said good night, and went back inside.

      Ellie headed back to her truck, wincing as she walked.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Two

          

        

      

    

    
      When Ringo walked out of the door to the convenience store, he held it open for a small boy with no shoes and a threadbare t-shirt. The kid, ignoring him and acting as if the door had opened of its own accord, walked in without acknowledging him. Ringo returned to his Cadillac and turned it on. He opened the bottle of Coke he had just purchased and switched the air conditioner up a notch. Then he buckled. 

      The glass door to the store opened and the kid came out, started walking away. Ringo rolled down his window and called after him. The boy stopped and turned around, squinting against the late afternoon sun. 

      “Come here.”

      The boy, who apparently had never been warned against approaching strangers who bid you come, obeyed. Ringo stirred and brought his wallet out of his back pocket. His chiropractor had warned him for years not to put his wallet behind him, said it ruined the natural lay of his spine. But Ringo didn’t care. His back had always been fine. It was still fine. He fished out a few bills and, sticking them between a couple fingers, held them out the window. “Here. Take this.” 

      The kid’s mangled hair, clumped together by scalp oil and road dust, fell over his ears and eyes. He stared at the money but didn’t take it. “Here, kid. Take it.” Ringo said again. “Get yourself some candy or some shoes or something.” 

      The boy stared at the money and didn’t reach out and take it until Ringo flicked out his fingers again. He snatched it, and the feral, scared look on his face might have made one think he had just stolen it and didn't know where to run. He stared at the money then looked up.

      “What’s wrong, boy? You ever see a hundred dollar bill before? There’s four of them there. Don’t show anybody, now.” 

      The boy kept staring. A lady in tiny cut-off jeans and a tank top came out of the store and walked back to her car without paying them any attention.

      Ringo sighed. Then he snapped his fingers. The kid blinked. “Okay?” Ringo said.

      The boy came out of his trance and nodded. Then he turned, still ogling the money, and disappeared into a clump of trees without saying a word. 

      Ringo pulled out of the parking lot. He got back onto the old country road and drove another three miles against the sun. He slowed and turned off onto a dirt road where a slash pine and two banana trees grew together at the corner. He went on another mile and turned into a small clearing hedged in barbed wire. Aldrich was already here and out of his Toyota Camry, leaning against it and studying his fingernails. Ringo pulled in next to him and unlocked the doors. Aldrich got in. He shut the door. 

      “Let’s make this quick, shall we?” Ringo said.

      “Let’s.”

      “Thank you for your expertise in Miami. That Saucedo kid would have done us in.”

      “I know. And you’re welcome.”

      “So to what do I owe the pleasure of a face-to-face meeting?” Ringo asked. 

      “You need to be careful,” Aldrich said. “Your name, I’m hearing it more. Before, it was hardly a whisper in the wind, and now it’s said in a loud, angry growl. You’re making a lot of people very unhappy. That’s a good way to get hooked.”

      Ringo sighed, looked into the rearview, and adjusted his fedora. “I know. I am aware of that.”

      “You don’t seem bothered. This is a big deal.”

      Ringo smiled. “I didn’t get this far by being foolish. There is, you know, a difference between risk and foolishness. You can risk wisely.”

      “Well, now you’re straddling the line.” 

      “I just gave a poor boy four hundred dollars.”

      “What?”

      “I just gave a poor boy four hundred dollars. He looked like he’d been sleeping on a dump heap—a friend of Job’s perhaps.”

      “Okay.” 

      “It reminded me of something my father did when I was a young boy.”

      Aldrich waited for the story to begin.

      Ringo said, “I was about the age of the boy I gave the money to. Maybe eight or nine. We lived on the outskirts of Breckenridge, Colorado, and I had always wanted to ski, but, you see, we were too poor. It cost money for the skis and the warm clothes and the boots and the fee to get up the lifts. I may as well have asked for a ride on a spaceship. But one day I get home from school, and there, propped up against the chipped and rotted siding of our house, was a brand new pair of skis and a pair of boots and poles sitting next to them. A twenty dollar bill was wedged into a boot. My father came out with this wide smile on his face. I’ll never forget his words. ‘They’re yours,’ he said, and then he blinked the moisture from his eyes. He was proud. Proud that he could do something like that for me. And so I cried too. It really was like he had gotten me a ticket on a spaceship. So I went out. And I walked down to Marty’s Ski Shop and bought all the used gear I needed and a pass for the lifts. Marty even waxed my skis for me. Then I rode those slopes—the green ones at first, but by the time they closed down late that night I was riding the reds—giggling and laughing all the way down.” 

      Ringo paused and frowned. “But when I got done, he wasn’t there to pick me up like he’d promised. I waited and waited, and he never showed. There I was, almost eleven at night, shivering in my long johns and ski suit, and he never showed. Some lady that worked the slopes offered me a ride, so I let her take me home. When I got out and took my gear from her car, I looked up at my front porch with the light on, and all my worry about not getting picked up washed away. I was just thrilled to go in and tell my dad how much fun I’d had. So I left my gear on the porch and went inside. And I found my father. He was lying in a pool of tacky blood in our foyer. He wasn’t dead—not yet. 

      “As it turns out, my father had stolen the skis and boots that he had given me. Stolen them from Artie. Artie, the Sheriff's brother. Artie had come and paid my father a visit, and, of course, being related to the Sheriff meant that nothing ever came of it.”

      Ringo shook his head. “It changed me, and not in the way you might think. I couldn’t do anything about my father getting murdered by beating. But I could do something about what I had felt that day. I felt the power of what money could do. More than raw power, it was freedom. Freedom is what it gave me. For one overcast January afternoon, I felt the invigorating sense of being born anew. It felt like fresh snow stuffed down my underpants. It woke me up.”

      Aldrich nodded, understanding.

      “My father,” Ringo continued, “oddly enough, grew up in a little town called Gibeon. It was said of the Gibeonites of old that they were hewers of wood and drawers of water. After being baptized into freedom that cold wintery day, I knew right then that I would not grow up and be a hewer of wood and drawer of water like my father had been. I would cast off the internment of the Gibeonites forever.

      “Now,” Ringo said, “maybe that dirty-haired boy who just received my generosity won’t protect that money properly. Maybe his mother—if he has one—will steal it from him and tell him she needs it for something he wouldn’t understand but that involves needles and rubber arm bands and spoons. Maybe some punk teenager is stopping him even now and inquiring where he was coming from and where he was going. He might push the boy and, as he’s laying on his back, shove the toe of his sneaker into the boy’s ribs. Then, on a whim, he’ll search his pockets, find the money, and take it. Or, maybe the kid will get off scot-free and find that he now has enough money for a full year’s supply of Skittles or Hershey's. Either way—whatever transpires—it won't be the theft or the beating or even the candy he remembers. Do you know what he’ll never forget?”

      Aldrich said, “You giving him the money.”

      “Me giving him the money,” Ringo repeated. “He’ll remember that someone gave him four hundred dollars. And whether or not he can articulate it this way, he will be, above all else, thankful. He will be thankful. He will be thankful because he will have tasted the power that comes with money. The sense of control over your own destiny that it gives you. That you no longer must be slave to anyone.” He paused and stared out the window. “I was poor once, my friend. I never intend to be so again.” Then he added. He looked over at Aldrich. “My point...don’t worry about hearing my name more than you’re used to. I have control. You and I know that my largest competition is about to go away. Many thanks to you. After that, let them whisper my name. Let them shout my name from the masts. They won’t find me. Have I been more aggressive lately? Yes. I do admit that. There is a time to plant and a time to uproot; a time to scatter stones and time to gather them; a time for war and a time for peace. I make everything beautiful in its time. Do you believe that?”

      “Yes.”

      “Good.”

      “What then of César?” Aldrich asked. Ángeles Negros was the largest and most feared cartel in Mexico. César Solorzano, for now, was at the helm of their maritime operations, and it was he from whom Ringo sourced his product.  

      “César is fraying at the edges. He is losing favor with more than just me. His style has caused many—me included—to take greater risks, risks that I’m no longer willing to take. He’ll be dealt with in time.”

      “Deal with him? César?” Aldrich asked incredulously. 

      “Yes.”

      “Okay.” 

      “How is everything else?” Ringo asked. “You? Are you keeping low?”

      “Of course. Things couldn’t be going better.”

      “Excellent. Let me return the sentiment and remind you that you are on shaky ground too. Be careful. We walk a precarious line. We’ve come a long way, you and I.” Then he said, more seriously, “Be careful with those in your care.”

      Aldrich nodded. He fingered the door handle. “Until next time.” He got out and shut the door. 

      Ringo waited for him to leave before he smiled. Another good day.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Three

          

        

      

    

    
      The compressor hummed loudly, and Major shot another nail into the lumber. Ellie, holding her own nail gun, did the same on her end of the plank. She grabbed the next two-by-six and tapped it against the plastic spacer. “Good?” she asked. 

      “Good.”

      She released another nail, and it shot into the board, holding it firm. Major repeated the motion on his end then leaned back on his knees. Ellie stood up and observed their progress on the Norma Jean pier. Another ten feet and it would be complete. Major had spent some time earlier in the week with a couple friends down in the water, resetting a few pilings and adding a couple A-frames for added strength against the tide and current. He wiped his sweating brow with the back of his forearm, running hot against the late afternoon sun. 

      Ellie had gotten back home from Venice early this morning and had her head on the pillow a little before five o’clock. She slept until ten. She drank down a fresh green smoothie and typed up her report before lunch and then sent it over the VPN to her office. Garrett, in a show of appreciation, sent an agency medic out to tend to the bullet wound on her shoulder. Ellie opposed him but finally conceded when Garrett informed her he had to follow protocol on this one and she either had to come in to get checked out or he could send someone to her. Either way it was happening. So she let the medic come, and he determined that the wound was deep enough for four stitches. Ellie resisted at first, but, in the end, lost her second disagreement in as many hours. 

      Mark had called Ellie a couple hours ago and informed her that they had successfully tracked the boats that had left Norman Hardy’s island and that they would review it all when she came back in.

      After a chicken salad lunch that she shared with Citrus, Ellie spent an hour reading her novel before deciding to come out and see who was down at the bar. Major had been down there working on the pier by himself, so she opted to help. It had only been a couple hours and already her arms were turning a deeper golden brown. She tanned quickly. 

      “It’s looking good, you two,” a voice said from behind. “Another day, you think?” It was Gloria. She stood behind them wearing a tight fitting sundress. Its bright pink cotton cut into her fleshy folds. A straw sun hat graced her head, and her long black hair swept out from underneath it. 

      “I’m shooting for the end of the week,” Major said. 

      Ellie turned around and noticed Gloria’s attire. She would have bet anyone a hundred dollars that no one had ever seen Gloria when she wasn’t wearing her black one-piece swimsuit. “Gloria! You look fantastic. What’s the occasion?” Ellie said. 

      Major, taking note of the dress, grinned. “You’re a little early. I’m not christening the new pier for another couple weeks. I have to finish it first.”

      Gloria proudly lifted her chin, or chins, rather. “Fu is taking me to dinner tonight off island.”

      “You wouldn't be getting tired of my menu now, would you?” Major winked. 

      “Of course not. Fu and I were sitting at the bar a few hours ago, and he turned and looked at me and asked if I wanted to go get dinner at The Angry Crab on Sanibel.” She beamed. “I just love how spontaneous he is!”

      Ellie smiled and suppressed a snicker. She couldn’t remember a time in the last eight months when the Wangs had stepped foot out of St. James City. It seemed that spontaneity in the Wang household came once every half turn around the sun. 

      “Al Griggs is letting us borrow his Grady-White for the night. Unmooring the houseboat and chugging over there isn’t my idea of a fancy date.”

      Major leaned over and shut off the compressor. “You know you can borrow one of mine anytime you want. My boats are your boats.”

      Gloria waved a hand. “You’re so generous.”

      Ellie saw Fu waddling toward them, his head swaying back and forth like a metronome. Whoever had fitted him for his prosthetic leg must have been high, or drunk, or both. The poor man moved more like a handicapped duck than a human. He came up behind his wife, who towered six inches over his small frame, and wrapped his arms around as much of her waist as he could. She laid her hands on his arms and squeezed, and then he popped out from behind her. He said something to her in Chinese, and she blushed. “On the Grady-White?”

      He nodded like a hormone-raged adolescent.

      “Then let’s get going,” his wife insisted. Fu turned up a palm to Ellie and Major and gave them a half-wave accompanied by his typical, but meaningful, obtuse smile. 

      “Have a good night, Fu. You guys stay out of trouble,” Ellie said.

      “No...no.” Fu held a glimmer in his eye. 

      Ellie laughed and watched the odd couple maneuver back toward the marina. “So maybe don’t let them borrow any of your boats,” she said. 

      “Those two...” he chuckled. 

      She and Major headed back to the bar near where Major had laid out a large stack of pine two-by-sixes. They stacked three together, lifted, and walked back down the pier. “Thanks for your help,” he said. “I’ve got a dozen guys I could have called.”

      “I like the work. Besides, I’m better company.” 

      “Now, that I won’t disagree with.”

      They walked past the compressor and set the boards down, then started walking back to get another load. Ellie paused at the stack of wood. “Katie called me a couple days ago,” she said. 

      Major looked at her. “Ellie, that’s great. Is she all right?” 

      “Yeah, she is. We didn’t talk for long, but I think she’s working through everything that happened and how she handled it. She just called to talk.”

      They latched onto a few boards and started walking back. “I miss her. I miss that little Chloe too. I didn’t get to see a whole lot of her before I had to go to Afghanistan.”

      They set the wood down and returned to their spots. Major shifted a board across the support beams, and Ellie brought it back snug against the spacer. 

      “I know you didn’t.” She knew that Katie being gone was harder on him than it was for her. Katie was her sister, but, unlike Ellie, Katie had never left the place where they had grown up. She, Major, and their father would fish together, eat meals together, and, like her older sister did now, Katie would help Major out around the bar every now and then. Major would dote on Chloe, treating her like the granddaughter he didn’t have. Everything in Ellie screamed to tell Major about the picture of her father, but she couldn’t. Not yet. Until she had clarity on what Frank O’Conner was doing, she would say nothing to Major. Still, it felt strange withholding it. 

      “I’ve been slammed with work the last couple of days. That’s why I didn’t tell you sooner,” she offered. 

      “You don’t owe me an explanation, Ellie. I’m so glad she called you.”

      “Thanks, Major.” Ellie leaned back and stared at the fresh pine. Major waited to turn the compressor back on. “She mentioned they might be moving back.”

       “You serious?” He sighed. “That would be great, Ellie. They belong here. Sometimes I can’t help but think that it feels like I lost a daughter and gained another. It’s not right. We all belong here together.”

      Ellie smiled. “Yeah. Yeah, we really do.”
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      The slab of steak sizzled as it hit the hot grill. Ellie took a pull on her beer and set it on the grill’s side wing. Citrus was busy making his rounds back and forth from the water. The sprinkler, on a low setting and facing the canal, was on so he could rinse himself off at will. He barked at a lizard and frantically watched it skuttle up a gutter and onto the roof. 

      Her rear sliding door opened, and Tyler popped his head out. He closed his eyes and drew in a deep breath. “Mmm, smells like ‘Merica.”

      Ellie smiled. “Hey, you.”

      He stepped outside. “I left the potato salad on your table. It’s my mama’s recipe.”

      “Your mama taught you to cook?”

      “Sure she did.”

      Ellie eyed him suspiciously.

      He broke, confessed. “I actually got it from Winn-Dixie on the way here.”

      “That’s more like it,” she laughed. She handed him a beer and lifted the lid to the grill. Grabbing the steaks with the tongs, she rotated them ninety degrees to sear dark hatch marks into the meat. She turned down the heat and shut the lid again. “Two minutes,” she said.

      Tyler, who was now leaned over and scratching behind Citrus’s ears, turned to respond but then saw the back of her thigh. It had bloomed into a nasty blue over the last two days and spread out five inches in every direction. It was sore, still tender when she walked. He raised up. “Ellie, what happened?”

      Her eyes followed his, and she turned to look down on the bruise. “Oh, that little ol’ thing. I hit it too hard on the Bayliner’s gunwale on accident.”

      His eyebrow went up.

      “I fell in the shower?”

      His eyebrow stayed up.

      “I fell down the stairs?”

      “You don’t have stairs.”

      She slumped her shoulders as she feigned disappointment in having to tell him, the way a young girl might when she has to explain to a parent what the “F” is on her report card. “It was just a little issue on a small operation the other night. No big deal.”

      Tyler, now looking concerned, stepped over to the grill. “You got that in the line of duty?”

      “Oh, don’t say it like that. It makes it sounds like I got a purple heart or something.”

      “No, you just got a purple leg. What happened?” That was the same moment he noticed the strip of gauze on her arm. “And what is that?”

      She sighed. “I got stabbed with a kayak paddle when I was under the water. They were keeping security, and I didn’t see them coming.”

      “A security guard did that to you?”

      “Well, kind of. More like an ex-special forces kind of security guard. The kind that is at home in the darkness and keeps watch over a hundred kilos of cocaine.”

      “What? Oh man, Ellie.” He rubbed his temples with his fingertips. “What about your arm?”

      “He shot a few rounds into the water. It grazed my arm, that’s all. Just a couple stitches.”

      “Geez Louise. How come you didn’t tell me? That’s kind of a big deal.”

      “No, it’s really not.”

      He leaned down so his eyes met hers. He spoke sternly but with kindness, with care. “Ellie, you may have run all over the world and severed heads and slit throats—I don’t really know what you did. But whatever it was I know it wasn’t pretty. And that’s fine. I’ll bet you were the best at it, and I know there's a big part of you that misses it. But maybe all that violence numbed you to the reality that when a lady gets sucker punched and shot at by a dude, it’s not cool.”

      His West Texas manners were coming out, and Ellie found that she kind of liked it. She turned off the grill, lifted the lid, and set the steaks aside. 

      “Ellie, here’s the thing. You’re a grown woman. I know that. But a man sees a bruise like that on someone he loves and hears that a piece of gauze is covering up a bullet track through her skin, he tends to get a little worried, that’s all.”

      Ellie didn’t hear past “someone he loves.” She stared at the steaks, steaming and gleaming at her right hand. “You love me?”

      “Well, of course I love you. You’re the best friend I have and...oh, hell.” He swallowed hard. “If I’m honest I...yeah. Yeah. I love you, Ellie O’Conner. There. I put it out there. I think you’re one hell of a lady.” 

      She looked up at him. He had a couple days’ worth of stubble on his face and his red Hornaday hat was pulled low over his forehead. Hair stuck out in tufts behind his ears. Their eyes met. His were full of...what was it? Compassion? Concern? Whatever it was, it wasn’t fear, it wasn’t vulnerability over what he just said. He was confident. Ellie liked confident. 

      She smiled lightly. “I love you too.” But she said it without punch. Not flat, but it wasn’t full of vigor either.

      He snickered. “Well, I don’t need you to reciprocate. We’re not in high school, you know. I think I can say that without it messing anything up, no matter how you might feel.” 

      “I’m sorry I didn’t tell you about the other night.”

      “But you will next time.”

      “I will next time. Come on, let’s get at these steaks.”

      So for the next half hour they sat at Ellie’s kitchen table, the back door open, talking about Reticle, Ellie’s sister, Major’s pier rebuilding efforts, and guns. When they were done, Tyler took their dishes, got up, and put them in the sink. 

      One of Ellie’s phones chimed from the other end of the table. She looked at Tyler with a grin. “You want to see something cool?”

      He shrugged. “On TV last night I saw a raccoon doing handstands on the back of an alligator. Is it cooler than that?”

      “I promise.”

      “Okay. But that raccoon—it’s a pretty high bar.”

      “You have to stay quiet,” she warned. “I mean, you can’t make a peep. Shut the back door.”

      “Okay.”

      Ellie called out to Citrus, telling him to stay put, and, as Tyler slid the door shut, she walked into the living room and answered the phone before it went to voicemail. 

      She sat on the couch. “Yes, hello, this is Shirley Dunham.”

      Tyler’s eyes widened as he watched and listened. Ellie’s voice had changed. 

      “Yes, I would like to move forward,” she said. She listened, said “Uh-huh” a couple times, one “of course,” and then, “That would be fine. I don't know how you normally proceed, but I’ll follow your lead. Would it be best to meet again next week to review particulars? I would like my head of personnel to meet you as well.” Another minute and she said, “Fine. That will be fine. Thank you, Trigg. I look forward to working alongside you.” She hung up.

      Tyler stared at her, his face a mixture of confusion and intrigue. He sat into a plush chair.

      Ellie smirked. “What?”

      “What was that?” 

      “Undercover work.”

      “Well, shoot if I didn’t know I wasn’t at a Tennessee country club just now.”

      “It’s Georgia actually.”

      “So...what?”

      She grinned and stood. “Come out back. I’ll tell you.”

      So he did. They went outside and grabbed a couple more beers and sat on the edge of the canal wall with their legs dangling off toward the water. Citrus lay behind them in the sun, drying off, his eyes closed against the bright sunlight.

      Ellie stared into the water. She was about to cross a line. It was a line she had thought about stepping over for a while now. Today, however, she had decided to do it. She wanted to be known. For someone else to know her and accept her for what she had done and for who she was now. The secrets were buried within her, and she wanted some of them to come out. Not all of them for sure, but some of them. The ones that wouldn't jeopardize anybody or anything. And she knew why too.

      She trusted Tyler Borland. 

      And so, for the next twenty minutes, she sat there on the edge of the canal, nursing a beer and telling him about Jimmy Joe Claude, Victor Calderón, and Manuel Saucedo. She told him about Mondongo Rocks and Eric Cardoza and Mateo Nunez; about Hawkwing and her meeting with Paul Greenberg and her most recent meeting at the country club with Trigg Deneford. Then, with a final sigh and a long pull on her beer, she backed up and told him about her time with TEAM 99 and where she had lived and some of the places she had gone. She left out operational details and sealed secrets, but at least now he knew. When she was done, she laid her empty bottle in the grass and leaned back on both hands. 

      Tyler said nothing for a while, and when he did finally speak it wasn’t what she had expected. “Why did you tell me all that?” he asked.

      “I think maybe because I’m tired of secrets. I’ve been keeping other people’s secrets my entire adult life. It wears on you, you know? After a while.” 

      “You can get in trouble for saying all that, right?” He sounded concerned.

      “Only if you say something.”

      “Well, you know I’m not going to do that.”

      “I know.” Ellie looked over at him. “Tyler?”

      “Yeah, Ellie.”

      “There’s more.”

      “Okay.”

      She hadn’t even told Major. She could tell Tyler because he hadn’t known her father. “I think maybe my dad is alive.” The words came out thick, like drying glue, and hung out in front of them like a sea gull waiting to get batted away. 

      “Alive?”

      “Yeah.”

      “I thought he—”

      “Me too,” she interrupted. “He died in that car accident.”

      She told him about her meeting with Ryan Wilcox last week, and the picture he’d left her with; the questions he had left her with.

      “Oh, man, Ellie. I’m sorry. I mean, I guess I am. If he’s alive that’s a good thing, right?”

      “Of course. But I don’t know what to think beyond that. Why did he lie to me, to Katie? Why did he fake his death? What’s Ryan got to do with any of it?”

      “Your dad worked for the government, right?”

      “The Department of Justice. At least, that’s what I was told. Maybe it was a cover for the CIA. He wouldn’t be the first. But maybe he’s not. What if he’s on the wrong side and is working with the other guys, whoever they are?”

      “You don’t really think your dad is on the wrong side, do you?”

      She shrugged. “I don’t know what to think, Tyler. I never thought my dad would fake his own death, have a funeral, have a gravestone set up, and let his daughters think he was dead for the last two years.” 

      “Yeah,” he said soberly. “I’m sorry, Ellie.”

      “Thanks.”

      “You think your old boss will give you more details later?”

      “He said that answers would come in time. They will, I know. I just have to be patient.”

      Tyler said, “I’ve never met Katie, but I know you love her, and I’m sure she’s a pretty great girl if she’s anything like you. I can’t imagine that a man who raised two great girls ended up being a spook for the wrong team.”

      Ellie had a sudden urge to change the topic. She knew right where to go. “Tyler?”

      “Yeah?”

      “What happened back in Texas? You never talk about it.” After Major, Tyler was Ellie’s best friend. Eight months into their relationship and she still didn’t know what compelled him to come to Florida. She knew it was more than just a dream to open up Reticle and leave his job working oil rigs. She knew there was deep pain there somewhere, and whatever it was he had never opened up about it. 

      He didn’t respond to her question, didn’t even move. He just kept staring into the water. Finally, he stood up and went into the house. For a second Ellie thought he had left, just like that. But he came back out with two more beers and sat back down. “This will require more alcohol,” he said. He handed a bottle to Ellie. 

      She waited. He took a long pull on the bottle and finally said, “You know I was married.”

      “Yeah.” Then she shook her head. “I’m sorry. I don’t need to know.”

      “It’s fine,” he said. “Some stuff hurts less when you don’t talk about it.”

      If Ellie knew anything, she knew the full truth of that statement. “Yeah,” she said quietly.   

      “My wife. We divorced, and I thought it best if I left.” He waited a long while before continuing. A fishing boat passed them, heading out toward the sound for some fishing. Ellie gave a friendly nod to the driver. “Natalie and I were the typical West Texas couple. Met in high school, never been anywhere else, and never wanted to marry anyone else except each other. We waited until she was done with nursing school to get married. Had the knot tied for six good years.” He paused again. “She couldn’t get pregnant. Then she was diagnosed with uterine cancer, and they had to take it out. After that she shut down and me out. I couldn’t get back in. That cancer took her womb and her will.” His face clouded over. “I couldn’t get back in,” he said again. “She stayed in town, kept her job as a nurse on the cardiac ward. But the rigs. They remind me of her. Texas dirt, Texas oil, the dry West Texas air reminded me of her. I needed a fresh start.” 

      “You both don’t talk anymore?” Ellie asked.

      “Nah. After she moved out we tried to. I know she felt bad for leaving me, and maybe it was her way of trying to make it easier on me. But it was awkward after that. She wasn’t coming back. She was different. Her eyes had lost their shimmer, like a dark angel swept down and scooped the light from them. She was a good woman. I never would have thought life would crush her like that.”

      He turned and looked into Ellie’s eyes. “That’s what happened in Texas.” A gust of wind shot up off the water and howled through the boat lift like it was mourning right along with Ellie’s friend.

      “Tyler, I never ━ “

      “Ellie.”

      She stopped. 

      “Ellie, it’s what it is. Nothing can be done about it.”

      “Can I at least say I’m sorry?”

      “Sure.”

      “I’m sorry,” she said softly.  

      He blew a puff of air out of his cheeks. “Thanks.” He finished his beer and set the bottle down. Then he turned around and yelled to Citrus. “Hey, come on. I’ll race you in!” And with that he peeled off his shirt, exposing the strong, lean muscles of his arms and chest, and, with his jeans still on, he hurled himself into the water. Citrus jumped to his feet and flew right past Ellie and off the seawall, landing inches from Tyler’s face.

      Tyler left an hour later, and Ellie looked over the water thinking about what he had told her at the grill. That he loved her. It wasn’t surprising. The timing, maybe, but not the content. 

      And that’s when she admitted to herself that, perhaps, she really was beginning to love him too.
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      Mark Palfrey leaned his shoulder into the wall and stared at the open file in his hands. Ellie sat across from Garrett’s desk, Garrett behind it. 

      “Okay,” Mark began, “well, while you were enjoying a couple days off, we were over here still working our tails off. You know...working.” He held back a grin. 

      “I got shot,” was all she said.

      Garrett laughed. 

      “Touché,” Mark said. “Well played.” He looked back into the file and said, “Okay, well we tracked the go-fast to a small cove in Tamaulipas, Mexico. I’ve passed that information off to our office in Brownsville. Hopefully they can make something of it on their end. So that brings us to what the Mexicans’ speedy delivery left on our shores. Our drone tracked the first boat that left the cove to the southeast side of Gasparilla Sound, near Burnt Store. Goods were loaded onto a truck, and it immediately hit the highway heading north on I-75.”

      Garrett interjected, “The Wasp didn’t have enough juice to keep on it, so I looped our Tampa office in. They have better long-term tracking, so they took over from there. They tracked it over state lines, so now everyone in the drop is entangled with a federal crime.”

      “Where did it end up?” Ellie asked.

      “Atlanta.” 

      “You didn’t nab them, did you?”

      “No,” Garrett said. “It took everything in me to convince the Special Agent in Charge up in Tampa to hold off and not loop in the Atlanta office yet. I made it clear that if he moved then our investigation here would be compromised.”

       “So what about the rest of the shipment that was still at the shack when I left?”

      Mark jumped in. “You’re going to love this. It stayed there until the middle of the day.  A boat came in and got the rest.”

      “In the daylight?”

      “Yep. In the daylight. Pretty bold, huh? Want to guess where it went?”

      She stared at him, waiting. 

      “If I said the word ‘Ridgeside,’ would that ring a bell?”

      Ellie’s eyebrows went up. “The stash house Jimmy Joe Claude gave me? The one we staked out?”

      Mark smiled. Garrett smiled. 

      “Now we're talking,” Ellie said. Her mind was racing now, making the connections. “That’s where we saw Eric Cardoza.”

      “Yep.” Mark said. “And that means we have a ninety-nine percent chance that your boy Trigg Deneford over there at Hawkwing is involved.”

      Ellie felt that sense of satisfaction that can only come after a lot of hard work. She asked, “What about the guards? Did you track them?” She already knew the answer, but she had to ask.

      “As soon as the shack was emptied, they disappeared like my mother’s apple pie,” Mark said. “We lost them. In the daylight,” he said, shaking his head. “I’ve been over the video footage a dozen times with Glitch, and we can’t find a thing.”

      “Okay.” 

      “You don’t seem surprised,” Garrett noted.

      “They’re highly trained. Probably making a little extra cash while on a furlough back in the States. Within a month they’ll be back in the Middle East fighting a shadow war no one knows about. I didn’t see much, but those guys are too good to only be playing security for a local drug enterprise.”

      Mark nodded. “Makes sense.”

      “So, what’s our next play?” Ellie asked. 

      Garrett looked at Mark and tensed his jaw. Mark nodded. He looked back at Ellie.

      “What?” Ellie said. 

      “I think we need to go ahead and bring Norman Hardy in.”

      Ellie frowned. “Why?”

      “Because those bugs you placed at the shack got everything we need on him. That man just talked and talked. We didn’t pick up anything else but a couple Spanish-accent ‘okays’ and a sniffle. But Hardy...that old man likes to yap it up. Don’t know if he talks a lot when he’s nervous or what.”

      “But we didn’t have a warrant for that,” Ellie said. “Or for the video footage we have from my goggles. If we bring him in now, he’ll be out of custody before his seat is warm, and we won’t have anything that’s admissible.”

      “I know that. That’s why I’m going to have you interrogate him,” Garrett said. 

      “What?”

      Garrett sat up and leaned in, placed his arms on the desk. “Ellie, it could be weeks or even months before another drop is done on Turner Key. They may not even do one there again. For all we know they move around, not using the same drop more than once. Obviously, I should have gotten a warrant on this one. I didn’t. I misjudged. I thought the lead was bogus, or minor at best.”

      Ellie sighed, looked at her old high school friend. “Rookie mistake.”

      He gave a strained smile. “Yeah, well. Hard mistake to make when you’re the SAIC around here.”

      “So then what did Hardy say that night in the shack?”

      “A lot of random stuff,” Mark interjected. “But all incriminating. Things like, ‘They said it would be five hundred kilos. Is that what you brought? You guys process this in Mexico? Where’s all this cocaine going?’”

      “Smooth operator,” Ellie said. 

      “Yeah, he might be a yard short of a full spool,” Mark said.

      Ellie stood up and walked to the back wall of the office. She stared at Garrett’s diploma, his DEA certification, his old FAST diploma, thinking. She turned back around and looked at her boss. “I think bringing him in is premature. We’re risking too much.”

      Garrett sighed, ran a hand through his hair. “Ellie, I don’t know how much longer I can sit back and watch. My direct report in Miami heard about the investigation and, surprisingly, is happy. But she wants us to see results, and fast. Especially now that I had to get Tampa involved and decided to keep Atlanta in the dark. This isn’t just our little secret anymore.”

      “So why do you want me to interrogate him? You have a couple experts here in the office that can do that.”

      “Because I think you’re better than they are.”

      “You’ve never seen me interrogate someone.”

      “I don’t need to. You’re good, Ellie. At everything you do. You’ll do fine. Plus, you’ve invested more than anyone else.”

      “When are you bringing him in?”

      Garrett looked at his watch. “I was thinking a little after lunch.”

      Her chin dropped. “Today?”

      “Why not?”

      She blinked. “Okay. But for the record, if I don’t get what we need before his lawyer shows up, we’re done for. Are you sure you’re willing to risk everything we’ve come this far for? If this goes wrong and Trigg Deneford is connected, then don’t be surprised if Shirley Dunham gets a call in the next few days with him telling her he needs to wait before bringing her on as a new client. Or not at all. We’ll be starting from scratch. These guys will all disappear faster than Mark’s mother’s cherry pie.”

      Mark raised a finger. “Apple.”

      “Mark’s mother’s apple pie.” 

      Garrett blew a puff of air through his cheeks. “I don’t really have a choice.”

      “Okay.” She didn’t like it. It was all too soon. But she wasn’t calling the shots. 

      Mark said, “On another note, we should have samples back in the next few days from the plane that crashed into your uncle's pier. Then we’ll know if that matches the cocaine that was found near Adam Stark’s body. If it is a match, then we know that Mateo Nunez is connected to it. If that is who happens to be working with Norman Hardy.”

      “And if that is the case,” Garrett added, “then we also know that Eric Cardoza and Trigg Deneford are connected to it as well.”

      “It’s all finally coming together,” Mark said.

      When Ellie drove away from the office an hour later, she couldn’t suppress the frustration that they were moving too fast, like a child who couldn’t wait until after dinner to eat his dessert. She couldn’t blame Garrett; he wasn’t the one making the final decisions.  

      She opted to go back home for the afternoon and take her boat out. She always did her best thinking out on the water. Salt water and breezes coming in from far away places had a magic power to clear one’s mind. 

      And if everything was now riding on her interrogation of Norman Hardy, then she was going to need a lot of magic.
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        Two Years Ago 

        Ramstein Air Base, Germany 

      

      

      A man in his mid-twenties sat on a cold, stainless steel bench that was bolted into a painted cinder block wall. The painted concrete floors were spotted in places where the paint had flaked off. Five feet in front of him iron bars formed a wall of their own and a hinged door was mounted in the center. A brown cotton shirt and brown trousers made up his military-issued prisoner uniform, along with a khaki-colored winter coat. He had been transferred here an hour ago from the brig on the other side of the base and now waited for his flight stateside, where he was to be set up with new living arrangements in Kansas.  

      He didn’t regret what he had done. It had started with selling off a knife here, an extra gun magazine there; items he’d lifted from fellow airmen when they weren’t looking. But over time it escalated into larger, more expensive items. E-3s like himself weren’t paid chicken droppings, and he had found a decent way to supplement his income. Three months ago he had discovered a way to bypass the security in the armory. It was simple really: a piece of aluminum, a fake pass, and a code he’d acquired through a little midnight hacking. He took only a couple items at a time. Their absence would be noticed, but not for thirty days at least. He slipped in a total of seven times and lifted four handguns, two thousand rounds of ammo, nine grenades, and six claymores. Within a week he had sold them on the local economy for almost five thousand euros. He had met an interested buyer at a bar in the city, and the buyer did not disappoint. He’d laid low after that. Inventory had come up short and an investigation begun. So he moved on to other things, even if they weren’t as intriguing as military-grade weapons. A computer monitor here. A personal laptop there. He was finally discovered one night by a sergeant coming back from the mess hall. It was raining, and he had his stash tucked underneath his dark blue rain slicker. The sergeant had missed a step onto the sidewalk and collided into him, sending two pairs of PVS-15 night vision goggles tumbling out from under his slicker. The game was up.

      He had subsequently been found guilty in a general court martial by a panel of officers.  He would now spend the next twenty years of his life at Leavenworth. It didn’t matter. He’d find someone to con there too. Even if was out of a pack of cigarettes. Stepping outside the lines was the only thing that made life interesting. Keeping the rules, falling in line; it was too predictable, too boring. He’d rather walk in front of a Bradley Fighting Vehicle and let its track plates slowly grind him into the next life. 

      He looked up at the small barred window above him. The clouds were thick and hazy with snow that had yet to fall. Soon the entire base would be covered in the stuff. He hated the snow, hated everything about it. The cold, the wet, the way it stuck to your boots and puddled when you took them off indoors. At least he was getting out of here. It snowed in Kansas; it had snowed in Iowa where he grew up. But not like it did here. 

      The insulated metal door in front of the bars opened, and a tall man—more than a foot taller than he—stepped through and let it swing shut behind him. His shoulders were broad, his hands rough and calloused. His hair was trimmed short on the sides with more length on top. His thick beard was trimmed perfectly. He wore a long black trench coat and black leather gloves. 

      Money, the man on the bench thought. He looks like money. 

      “Airman Cardoza, how are you?” His voice was strong and boomed out of his thick chest. 

      “I’ve been better.”

      “I believe it’s time for your plane to leave.”

      Eric Cardoza stood and stepped up to the barred door. His muscular guest looked up at a camera in the corner, and the locks in the barred door clicked back. He pulled, and the door swung outward. The prisoner stepped out from his cage and took a few more steps to the next door. He held his naked wrists together out in front of his stomach. 

      “I won’t be cuffing you,” the man said. He opened the door and held it open. “Let’s go for a walk.” 

      Cardoza followed the larger man as he traced a path down a circuit of hallways, finally opening a heavy door out into a large airplane hangar. He stepped out, and Cardoza followed him. They cut fifty yards across the concrete before the man stopped in front of a private jet: a Gulfstream G550. The stairs were folded down. The man turned around. “Airman. Today you have won the PowerBall, if you are so inclined as to walk up to the clerk and hand him your ticket.”

      Cardoza frowned. “I’m sorry. I’m confused.” He jutted his chin toward the jet. “I get to fly back to the U.S. on that?” 

      “Possibly. But that’s not what I’m talking about. There is a C-130 on the other side of this hangar. It will be leaving for Andrews Air Force Base in about,” he checked his wrist watch, “thirty minutes. You can fly back with me...on this, or I can take you back to your holding cell where you can wait for someone to escort you to the C-130.”

      “I’m listening.”

      “You and your...predicament...have come to the attention of the right people. The right person, I should say. If you wish, he can make this problem of yours go away like a snowflake in summer.”

      Cardoza’s eyes narrowed. He asked, “What is it you want me to do?”

      “Now that I can’t say exactly. Not right now. Let’s just say that, while there would be some risk, it would be relatively easy and would be done in the comfort of southern Florida.” He gathered the edges of his trench coat across his body in an effort to stay warm. The open airplane hangar felt like the inside of a freezer. Cardoza could feel the chill creep through the thin lining of his pants. “I don’t know about you, but cold is for the birds,” he continued. “This whole situation you’re dealing with right now would go away. Never happened. Honorable discharge.”

      Now Cardoza laughed. “Right. And you’re what? A bad version of Father Christmas?”

      “Something like that.” 

      Cardoza looked in the man’s face. He wasn’t too much older than himself, but his face was hard, weathered. Like he’d lived half his life on the side of an Afghan mountain and the other half tracking through swamps. He probably had. 

      “Is this AFN’s version of a gag reel?” He looked around. “Where are the hidden cameras? This isn’t funny, you know.”

      “I didn’t just spend the last eight hours on that plane to play a joke on you.” He tugged impatiently at the cuffs of his gloves. 

      “Okay, fine. Let’s say I bite. I guess this means that I’ll be doing your bidding the rest of my life?”

      “Not mine. Certainly not. But the man who sent me here? Yes. He’ll own you.” He smiled for the first time. It looked unnatural on him. “But I promise. You’ll be much happier working for him than mopping floors in a military penitentiary in Kansas. Last I checked, the evidence against your little kleptomaniac ways is quite extensive.”

      The prisoner crossed his arms. “I need to know who I’d be working for.”

      The man huffed. Maybe in disgust, maybe in disbelief. “His name isn’t relevant. Does a fish ask who picked him out of the livewell and threw him back in the ocean? I think not, Airman. You’re being given a new chance to swim in the ocean again.”

      Cardoza looked out at the airstrip, finally convinced, now intrigued. 

      “What’s your name? Do I at least get to know that?”

      “Yes. You and I will be working closely together from here on out. Do we have an agreement?”

      Taking one more look at the airstrip beyond and then a quick glance at the private jet, Cardoza said, “Yeah. Yeah, okay. We have a deal.”

      The bearded man extended a large hand. “Trigg. Trigg Deneford.”

      They shook, and Cardoza followed him up the steps. He ducked slightly as he walked through the door. Half a dozen single reclining seats encased in cream leather sat along each side of the plane. The ceiling was high enough for Cardoza to stand up straight, but Trigg kept his head tucked down until he located a chair and sat down. He looked at the ex-prisoner and spoke to him before plucking out his phone and thumbing across it. 

      “Make yourself comfortable. We’ll be in Tampa soon enough.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      He loved everything about his new life. His expansive office on the forty-first floor of the Bank of America tower. The prestige, the connections, and especially the work he had developed on the side, away from the eyes and ears of the authorities. He loved it all; everything but the rush hour traffic. He had left the Navy, left the SEALs, three years ago now and joined Hawkwing. This was the first time in his professional career he had had to deal with the mind-numbing monotony of traffic. It was like cattle being driven to a slow, inefficient death. It made every day anticlimactic. No matter the deals that were made, the success that was courted, the day would end with a herd of tired and hungry cattle vying for inches as they made their way back home. 

      Trigg Deneford loosened his tie and leaned against the driver’s door in a feeble attempt to relax. Half his time he spent traveling, meeting with both potential and current clients, massaging their interests and assessing their needs. Greenberg was happy with the results he was getting from his Executive Director. There had been a mild tension between the two men at first. Greenberg was his direct report, but he had initially said no to bringing Deneford on board. One phone call to Greenberg from his boss in Delaware was all it took to make sure Greenberg hired the man coming in for an interview later that day. The interview was to be only a formality. None of it had surprised Greenberg, really. Hawkwing was often more involved in politics than D.C. itself. They had to be. Fundamentally, they had been established as a para-military security team. It wasn’t until nine years ago that they extended their arms to domestic clients who had the bank accounts and chutzpah to hire them. The tension between Greenberg and Deneford quickly waned as Deneford performed his job far above expectations. Between his demeanor and his knowledge of the security industry, he had a knack for putting people at ease and signing them up. Deneford had made Greenberg look good. Business was a-boomin’. 

      A faint buzz came from the canvas briefcase sitting on his passenger side floorboard. He leaned down, unzipped the pouch, and pulled out the phone. His bluetooth was not connected to this one, so he answered the phone and set it to his ear. “Hello,” he said.

      “Any updates?” The voice on the other end of the line was speaking Russian. Deneford understood but answered in English. 

      “No issues. The grid is widening.” 

      There was a pause, then the voice said, “This will be the last time we speak. Too risky for me and you have a strong hold on the ropes now.” 

      “I understand,” Trigg Deneford replied. “How will we stay in touch?”

      “We won’t. Not directly. I’ll have someone contact you as needed. I got you started. You can handle it from here.” 

      “Fair enough. I need more space between me and Greenberg. He’s happy with my results, but the last thing I need is for him to start getting suspicious.” 

      “I’ll see what I can do. Maybe we can get something opened up in D.C. for him.”

      “He likes it here.”

      “Everyone has their price.” 

      A Nissan Maxima cut in front of Deneford’s Tesla just as he started to accelerate. He slammed on the brakes to keep the two cars from melding together and laid on his horn. 

      “Everything okay?”

      Deneford cursed and allowed space between him and the Nissan. “Fine. Just a crazy driver. So the accounts will stay the same?”

      “For now, yes. You’ve done a good job. Keep it up.” The line went dead. 

      Deneford stared down the blinking string of a thousand brake lights, pulsing on and off like Christmas lights. Soon enough he would leave his current role and step out of the corporate world altogether. He would never again have to leave an office at the end of a workday. He would work from home or out in the field. But traffic aside, this whole enterprise was turning out better than he had expected when he started.

      His fingers flicked on the car’s blinker, and he crawled around the exit that would take him northbound on Interstate 4. He turned the phone sideways, weeded out the SIM card with a fingernail. He snapped it in two, rolled down his window, and flicked a piece out of the car. He slipped the phone back in his briefcase. When he got home, he would take out the motherboard, destroy it, and throw away the shell.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      Norman Hardy had been arrested an hour earlier as he stepped from his car at Pebblebrook Plaza, a strip mall in Bradenton. He had intended to walk into the barber shop to get a haircut, but instead he got a complimentary pair of metal bracelets. Now, he sat in a dull room wearing an irritated scowl. 

      The room was everything one would expect. Light gray walls, linoleum tile floors, and a small, rectangular metal table with a microphone and two folding chairs on either side. A one-way window. The only anomaly was a picture hanging on the sidewall of a blue orchid painted in watercolor and set in a cheap, gold, plastic frame. 

      The old man sat stirring in his chair, not out of nerves but discomfort. He'd broken his pelvis twenty years ago in a car accident, and, ever since, an arthritic pain would creep into the area when he sat in one place for too long. The handcuffs, attached to an O ring in the table, didn’t give him enough slack to stand.

      Ellie watched him through the glass, watched him stir, watched him fidget. She looked at Mark. “Ready?”

      “Ready. I’ll be here. Good luck.”

      Ellie left the room, walked down the hall, and nodded at the Sheriff's deputy who stepped away from the heavy door and opened it for her. Norman Hardy turned his gaze up and followed Ellie as she came in, walked to the table, and sat down. She shuffled her chair in and folded her hands, set them on the table. “Mr. Hardy,” she smiled. “Hello. Are you comfortable?”

      “Why am I here?” he growled. 

      “Oh, I have a feeling you know quite well. Where should we start?” She gazed down at the notepad she’d set on the table. “How about,” she looked up at him. “Where were you two days ago at, oh, around two in the morning?”

      “I’m not saying a damn thing until my lawyer shows up.”

      “Fair enough.” Silence hung thick between them. Hardy rustled uncomfortably in his seat. Ellie kept her eyes fastened on him. Silence didn’t bother her. She’d used it as an ally many times before. Silence assisted the guilty in thinking through the consequences of being caught. 

      His lawyer was based out of Tampa and did not have a local office. He would probably make the two hour drive in an hour-and-a-half, which meant they had an hour before he got here. 

      Ellie moved back a few inches, brought a knee over a leg, and folded her hands on top of her thigh, the bottom of which still ached from the bruising she acquired the other night. “You’re in some big trouble, Mr. Hardy.” 

      He smirked confidently. He wasn’t a good looking man. For all his money it seemed that he had not gone out of his way to take care of himself over the years. His face was worn, tired, creased not just around the eyes but in the flat areas of his forehead and cheeks, areas that generally only sagged. So when he smirked it looked more like Ellie was staring at a discarded plastic bag than the face of a old man. “You don’t have anything on me,” he said. “This is absurd. Me? Killing a manatee? Near my island? You people are about as competent as a blind, blindfolded driver.”

      Ellie frowned. “I’m sorry, Mr Hardy. Did they give you the impression that you are in here for harming an endangered and protected species?” It was what they had told him after they read him his Mirandas, after they booked him. A psychological diversion. 

      A puzzled look ran across his face. “That’s what they said. You’re with the EPA, right?”

      “No, I’m sorry. That room is down the hall. See, you’re here talking with me for being under suspicion as an accomplice to murder.”

      “Murder?” 

      “Yes. I’m so sorry for the miscommunication.”

      Ellie  flipped open the gray file sitting on the table and slid a picture in front of him. Ellie didn’t look at it. She had seen it enough times. She would never forget the first time she saw the bottom half of the dead boy’s body that night on the television mounted above the bar at The Salty Mangrove. 

      “What the hell is this?” he scowled. 

      She slid another picture to him. It showed a saw palmetto dusted in white powder. Do you see this right here? This white powder. You’re a smart man. You know what that is. This was found less than fifteen feet from the boy’s body. Which means that whoever was moving this killed this boy.” 

      “That’s got nothing to do with me!” 

      “Oh, but it does,” she said. “And I’m going to tell you why.” The first move had been to make the old man think he was being brought in for something different than drugs. That would mean he wouldn’t be girding up his mind for a defense. He would be caught unawares. The second move was to indirectly pin Adam’s death on him. That, coupled on the heels of their knowledge of his drug involvement, would make him feel out of control. And out of control people tended to talk sooner. Anything to get back to a sense of safety. It was the best thing they had for a bad situation.

      She continued, shifting the conversation. “How long have you been bringing drugs onto Turner Key?”

      “I want my—”

      “Yes. Your lawyer,” she interrupted. “I know. And he is on his way. Should be here in about fifty minutes by my guess.”

      “Then you’re wasting your time until he gets here.”

      “I don’t think I am,” she said. “You see, I was there the other night. Personally. I saw the whole thing.”

      “Saw what?”

      So she told him. She told him about slipping into his cove unseen and placing the bugs and watching the exchange. She told him about their tracking of the boats and where they knew they had gone. And with every sentence his demeanor became more flustered, nervous. It was a risky move, telling him everything. If he left here an hour from now, he would make some calls and everything they found out the other night would be worthless by the time he got back home and decided what to have for dinner. But Ellie had never been one to fire off one shot when she thought the whole magazine was needed. Garrett wanted to bring him in. So she was going for broke. 

      “You’re lying,” he said when she finished. 

      Ellie rattled off the make and models of the three boats that entered the cove the other night. “Yours, I believe, was a Mako Pro with a Mercury outboard.” She saw it. It was subtle, but she saw it. That sliver of fear, of dread. That instantaneous sliver that is there one nanosecond and gone the next, like the glint of the sun on the blade of a moving knife. 

      Ellie shut the file, set her hands on the table. “Now here is where it gets interesting, Mr. Hardy. Because, you see, we intercepted the second boat. The one that was headed into Cape Coral. And we have the drugs. And we tested the drugs. Do you know what we found, Mr. Hardy?” She didn’t wait for an answer. “The drugs found at the scene of this boy’s murder match those that came on and off your island.” She repositioned the photo back in front of him. “And that means, without error at all, that you are an accomplice to this boy’s murder.”

      “There’s no way!” he snapped. “I had nothing to do with that. I saw it on the news.”

      Hardy wouldn’t know that detailed analysis had to be done in Miami and that it could take two weeks or more for results to come back. She picked up her phone and pecked at it with her fingertips then turned it around so he could read it.

      Hardy squinted while he scanned the words that Mark had texted to her ten minutes earlier: It’s a match. We’re throwing everything at him. Just got off the phone with the Governor.

      Hardy blinked hard under the bright halogen lights, his eyes bloodshot, his face drained of any confidence he may have had when he entered the room. He looked confused, like someone had just told him that his bank account was empty. Finally he said, “They wouldn’t do that to that kid.”

      Ellie smiled inside. She had him.

      “Who wouldn’t?”

      Hardy wasn’t thinking rationally anymore. He was stunned.

      “My partners.”

      “And who are your partners, Mr. Hardy?” All she had to do was to get him to implicate himself. He was on the edge. 

      He blinked, focused on Ellie, then blinked again. “I’m not saying anything,” he said.

      Ellie smiled patronizingly. “You know, I don’t think that you really know what these other players do when they aren’t coming and going from your properties. You don’t have the foggiest clue, do you?” 

      He remained silent. Ellie noticed how his index finger started nervously picking at his thumb. Less than a half hour before his lawyer showed up. 

      “I’m sure that right now you’re thinking about how you will get to hide behind your money. How James Hoch of Hoch, Finley, and Harris will bill you at eight hundred dollars an hour over the next year until he can make all this just go away for you. Well, you can’t hide behind your money this time, sir. You saw the text about the Governor. He’s pretty upset that an old tennis buddy of his like yourself is doing this kind of thing in his state. Makes him look bad. Really bad.”

      “We haven’t played tennis in twenty years.”

      “That doesn’t matter. What does matter is that he knows you and won’t tolerate your newest hobby.” Ellie lifted her chin and looked at Norman Hardy, her eyes calm, his flickering in panicked disbelief. “So, then. This is where you help me out, Mr. Hardy. Before your lawyer gets here. I promise, when I see your lawyer’s greedy face step into this room, all bets are off. Think about it. If the Governor himself is pressing on this case, you can be sure you’re in a heap of trouble, so no big-time, slick-haired lawyer will be able to dig you out. Are we communicating?”

      The old man’s face was drawn tight, and he rubbed the thin, loose skin on the top of his hands. “You can’t put that kid’s death on me.” 

      “I don’t have to. Your actions already have.” She spread out her hands. “It all matches and points to you. Maybe you didn’t pull the trigger, maybe you weren’t even there. That’s fine. The fact is, the cocaine is the same. And we have all the footage from last night. The only leverage you have is if you give me something right now. Something to help us catch the people you are working with. A dash of quid pro quo. Before your lawyer gets here. If I even sniff his overpowered cologne, the Governor and I will make sure you rot.” She smiled at him, kindly, the way a granddaughter would look at her grandfather and ask if he would like to go for a walk.

      His eyes fixated on the metal door behind Ellie. He looked as if for the first time he was realizing that his new business was not morally neutral. As if he had done far more than simply make a speck of land available. A light was dawning against the worry in his eyes. His shoulders slacked. “A man came to see me a few nights ago. Out at the island. I...I’d never seen him before.”

      “What is his name?”

      “Andrés...Andrés something. Martinez. That’s it. Andrés Martinez. Tall. Mexican or South American. Something like that. I can’t ever tell with those people.”

      “What did he want?”

      “He told me to stop working with…” He trailed off. 

      “Mateo Nunez?” Ellie finished for him.

      He looked surprised. “Yes. Nunez.” 

      Inside, Ellie was cheering. “So this Martinez guy. He told you to stop working with Nunez?”

      “Yes.”

      “Anything else?”

      “And not to move forward with the operation.”

      “Why?”

      “He didn’t say. Only that his boss wanted me to stop working with Nunez altogether. I don’t even know how they knew. He just showed up out of nowhere and starts ordering me around.” 

      “What is his boss's name?” 

      Hardy shrugged. “I asked him. He said it wasn’t important.”

      “Any reason to think he was the boss?”

      He looked confused again, like he hadn’t thought of the possibility until now. “I suppose not. He was confident. Yeah. I mean, he was sure of himself.” Then he shook his head. “But I don’t know.” 

      “That’s okay. Have you ever met Mr. Nunez in person?”

      “No. But I heard them mention his name.”

      “How did you come to do business with Mr. Nunez?”

      He sighed. “Weirdest thing. I was out fixing the dock one day, and a couple Mexicans came in on a skiff and asked me about the island. If, you know, they could use it here and there.”

      “Why would they think you wouldn't just report them? It seems like a bold move, doesn’t it?”

      Hardy’s jaw clenched. “Because they knew that I had…” His voice trailed off, and he looked down at his hands. 

      “That you had what?”

      “Never mind.”

      “That you had what?” Ellie repeated. But she knew the conversation was finished. 

      Hardy sat up straight, and his eyes cleared. Apparently, he had just realized how he was about to implicate himself with something entirely different. “I’m done talking now, young lady. I’m done, you hear me? I’m waiting for my lawyer to get here. I want you to leave now.” 

      Ellie gathered up the file and the notepad. She picked up the picture. “Fair enough.” She stood up. “Thank you for your time.”
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      Ellie exited the interrogation room and walked back down the hall to the observation room. Another deputy scanned his badge and opened the door for her. Ellie thanked him and walked in. 

      Both Mark and Garrett were there. “Hey,” she said to Garrett. “I didn’t think you were coming.”

      “I needed to talk with you. Great job in there,” he said. 

      “Incredible,” Mark echoed. 

      “Thank you. It’s Nunez. We can get him. We just have to find out where he is.” 

      They all turned to look through the glass. Norman Hardy was busy looking at his fingers, still picking at them nervously. 

      “I don’t care how good his lawyer is,” Garrett said. “He’ll have to work some kind of plea deal after what he just said. He’ll cough up a lot more.”

      “I know,” Ellie said. “So, what’s up?”

      He turned away from the glass and nodded to a small table in the corner of the tiny surveillance room. “Let’s have a seat.” They followed him over and sat down. Garrett pulled out his phone and thumbed through his texts. “That property they moved the cocaine to at Ridgeside is in a discretionary trust. At my prompting Glitch did a little digging under the radar. You won’t believe who the trustee is.”

      “You’re going to make me guess?” Ellie asked. 

      “A Mr. Trigg Deneford. Sunburst Trust Advisors.”

      Mark let out a low whistle. 

      “No kidding,” Ellie said. “I would have thought he would have a been a little more careful than that.”

      “He might have thought he was. You pick up a few properties, make it look like you do a little real estate investing on the side. Put it all behind a walled garden of a trust and you have a layer of anonymity. It takes a lot of paperwork to see who’s in those trusts. Unforeseen by him, I have access to a Glitch and am willing to get slapped on the wrist if need be. Wasn’t exactly legal, you know.” 

      “So what’s the bad news?” She knew there was bad news. Garrett wasn’t the best at hiding his concerns. He may have been on the DEA’s tactical Foreign-Deployed Advisory and Support Teams and done a couple tours in Afghanistan sniffing out opium stashes, but he hadn’t been trained in concealing his emotions like she had. 

      He smiled coyishly. “Wrong? Why would something be wrong?”

      She raised her eyebrows. 

      “Okay, fine. Listen, here’s the deal. I’m going to send Jet’s team to Ridgeside to seize that house.”

      The muscle along Ellie’s jawline peeked out as she clenched. She looked away, shook her head. 

      “I know what you’re going to say,” Garrett said. “And I get it.”

      Mark said, “We’ve dug deep, Garrett. I’m with Ellie on this one. None of the big dogs will be at that stash house. Then we’ll never find the invisible hand. Raiding the house after you arrest Norman Hardy is like waving hello and calling olly olly oxen free.”

      “Maybe not,” Garrett rebutted. “We’ve raided local homes before, and it didn’t stop investigations from proceeding. The fact is, my superiors know that there is a fresh shipment of Mexican cocaine sitting in a house in Cape Coral. We wait a few days, it could all be gone, partitioned out to street dealers. These guys just want to make money. They aren’t just going to disappear, and if they do it will only be temporary. They’ll resurface once the fire dies down. They always do.” 

      Trigg being on the trust of the Ridgeside house was the connection they had been waiting to find. The knot that brought it all together. Now they had it. It was both exciting and disappointing at the same time. Ellie spoke to her disappointment. “Garrett, there’s no way  Trigg is at the top of this thing. Who’s above him? We’re so close to getting in tight with him. I—or, rather, Shirley Dunham—has an appointment with Trigg next week to drill down to brass tacks on all this. Let him show his cards before we move on this house. He gets a good enough lawyer and he’s scot-free. Besides, you know Trigg will just say he was renting the place and had no idea what was going on there.” 

      “I know.”

      “You know I came on to catch Adam Stark’s killer. That’s all. I don’t know where Nunez is right now. If Nunez is behind that murder, then we’re about to let him vaporize again because we couldn’t hold the line a little longer. This is crazy, Garrett.” 

      “But we don’t know that Nunez was behind Adam’s death, Ellie. There are other players out there too. Zamaco, and this Ringo guy seems to be a pretty big deal...who knows who else? We haven’t even dug in far enough to know because we’ve been so focused on Nunez and Hawkwing.” He ran a hand across his lips. “You know, maybe I should have waited to ask you to come on. But with you being back home and my wanting to find the sources...I thought it was the best move.”

      “Don’t second guess yourself, Garrett,” Mark said. “You did right.”

      Ellie nodded. “He’s right. I get it. It seems like the good guys always have to fight through the bureaucratic bullcrap to get anything meaningful done. I don’t like this, but if it’s what you’re getting pressured to do, then let’s get it done. When the dust settles, we’ll regroup and figure out where to go from there.”

      They all stood up. Garrett put a hand on Ellie’s shoulder. “We should all go get a beer when all this is over.” He stood up. “I’m giving it over to Jet. He and his team will move in tomorrow night before all the new product gets sold off to smaller distributors. Next morning we’ll bring Deneford in and have a chat with him. You both can observe curbside, but I want him taking the lead.”

      At that moment the door to the interrogation room opened, and a large, shiny-toed, shiny-haired man in a pinstriped suit waddled in. 

      Ellie smiled at Garrett and gave him a friendly pat on the back. She grabbed her paperwork and dipped her head toward the glass. “I think I’m going to let you handle this on your own.”
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      They waited. 

      The raid was set for nine p.m., five minutes from now. Mark and Ellie sat a couple streets over in his unmarked agency-issued Grand Marquis. At her request he had let her have the wheel. 

      “You look like a dog waiting for his owner to tell him he can jump out and go get the stick,” Mark quipped. 

      Ellie rubbed the tops of her thighs impatiently. “Garrett doesn’t need me out there. I know that. I just wish I were.” Ellie knew Nunez wouldn’t be in there. But that didn’t matter. She just wasn’t used to sitting things out. She had secured small airfields, gotten in and out of highly secured estates belonging to some of the wealthiest and most ruthless people in the world. In and out without a scratch, leaving all the right people either dead or in zip ties. It was times like this when she realized she was still adjusting to life beyond the CIA. She had been off the team for over three years now, out of the Agency for coming up on one, but the combined seven plus years she spent in training for, and in the field with, TEAM 99 were baked into her DNA like yeast into a loaf of bread.

      “Where are you at with all this?” she asked him. “You still against us going in there tonight?” 

      “I’m on your side. We should have waited until we had more on Deneford, but hopefully something good will come of it. Maybe we can find enough to nab Eric Cardoza.”

      “Why single him out?”

      “I don’t know. He gives me the creeps, for starters,” he said.

      “How so?”

      “Not sure. That scar, his lifeless eyes. Almost like he was wired from the get-go to get into trouble. Reminds me of a weasel.” 

      A mangy dog trotted past them and stopped underneath the yellow haze of the streetlight. He sniffed the air, growled at the grass, and then kept on down the street. 

      “What made you get into all this?” Ellie asked. “The DEA. You never told me.” 

      “I think you know that I spent three years with the Atlanta PD. I liked it enough, but I wanted to do more. So I put in for the DEA and got accepted. My dad, he was DEA.”

      “No kidding.”

      “Yeah. He got in about five years after Nixon started the agency. Retired with it. It took me a while to want to follow in his footsteps, but,” he tossed his hands up, “here I am.” 

      Mark’s phone buzzed. He read the text out loud. “They’re in position. Thirty seconds.”

      Ellie put the car in gear and slowly turned the corner. She turned left up onto Ridgeside and slowed. Jet’s team would go in from the front, and four agents—two on each side—would troll down the side of the house and enter through the back door. Ellie brought the car to a stop and turned off the headlights. They looked down the street and waited. Seconds later they saw the darkened silhouettes of the Special Response Team in full SWAT gear, huddled together with weapons drawn. The door had been reframed to swing outward so that battering rams would be ineffective in the event of a raid.

      Ellie rolled down her window. She watched as a SWAT member kneeled down by the door, attached a device to it, and backed away. Moments later a small explosion went off, and the team flooded the house with urgent yells, commands to the team, and warnings to the home’s inhabitants. 

      Ellie edged the car up and stopped at the next door neighbor’s curb. Mark, nearest to the house and feeling the nerves of being on his first raid, said, “Do we need to be so close?”

      “You have your firearm, right?” Her Glock was strapped to her leg in a thigh holster. 

      “Of course. But that doesn’t mean I want to use it. I’m still getting used to not being behind a desk.” He nodded toward where the team had disappeared into the house. Two agents guarded the exit. “That’s what they’re for.”

      More yelling and then a couple gunshots. Mark flinched. 

      “That wasn’t ours,” Ellie said. ‘The caliber wasn’t large enough.” Her adrenaline pumped a little faster, right along with her heart.

      Suddenly, light streamed through a side window as the curtains were pulled back. The window slid up, and a leg appeared over the sill. Then two legs. 

      Ellie’s body straightened. “Why is no one on that side of the house?” she said out loud, half to Mark and half to herself. Her hand moved to the door handle, and she jumped out of the car. “Stay here,” she called to Mark as the door shut. By now the body had slid all the way out of the window, and the man’s feet were on the ground. He looked wildly around and darted into the darkness of the backyard. Surely an agent would still be positioned in the back for extra measure. 

      Ellie ran after the man and came into the backyard. No one was there. A small porch light was on, and light streamed out of the splintered back door where the second SWAT team had entered. There were only a couple small trees, a charcoal grill, and an adirondack chair lying on its side. She heard a rustle at the back fence line, saw the thin branches of the bushes move, and heard footsteps on the other side. 

      She darted toward the bushes and jumped a short chain link fence into the next backyard. A latch rattled beyond, and she saw a darkened figure jump a wooden gate. She followed after, reached the fence, and scaled it. Her feet came down into the front yard of a small house. A tired light from the porch lit the yard. More footsteps. The man was thirty yards down the street, his arms and legs pumping like he was being chased by demons. 

      Ellie pursued. She would catch him. She had no doubt. The only thing potentially stopping her was if he got out of sight and hid. He knew this area better than she did and might have a couple friends in the vicinity. All he would have to do was slip into their house. 

      She felt the tightness of her Glock holster against her thigh as she sprinted after him. The man up ahead turned right, and Ellie gave it everything she had. She came out onto the next street less than ten seconds later. He was still on the road, heading for the entrance of the subdivision. She was closing the gap. He was closer now. 

      “Freeze!” she yelled. 

      He turned his head back as he ran beneath the orange glow of a street light, and Ellie saw a cell phone pressed against his cheek, his eyes wide. Ellie also saw the hard outline of his face. She saw the scar. The scar that began at his lower jaw and snaked its way up his cheek until it stopped just below his eye. 

      She was chasing Eric Cardoza.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty

          

        

      

    

    
      Mateo Nunez kept one hand on the wheel of the Robalo, its single outboard motor moving him through the water at eight knots. With his free hand he tried calling Trigg Deneford for the twentieth time in the last fifteen minutes. Again, it went straight to voicemail. 

      He mumbled a frantic prayer to Saint Jude and tossed the phone back into the console. He was nervous. He hadn’t been nervous for years; not since he’d moved into the shadows and let his front men do most of the work. Sure, the DEA had raided two of his houses last year, but he rebounded quickly and was personally no worse the wear because of it. After all, they never got him and never seemed too interested in trying. What he had created over the years was like a lizard’s tail. The feds would cut it off, and it would grow back soon enough. Nunez would watch the papers with their headlines showing agents posing next to his apprehended kilos. They would have large, proud smiles on their faces, and Nunez would laugh before throwing the paper aside. 

      But tonight he wasn’t laughing. Tonight he was worried, and he felt something he hadn’t felt in a long time. 

      Fear. A mild panic even.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-One

          

        

      

    

    
      Eric Cardoza turned the corner and disappeared around a clump of banana trees. They were out of the subdivision now, heading east down Pondella Road. Ellie pulled up and came to a stop as she turned the bend. Her breathing was labored, but she forced herself to breathe slowly from her mouth so her hearing wasn’t impeded by the rush of blood pulsing through her ears. She unsnapped the top strap from her holster and removed her weapon, performed a quick press check to ensure the weapon was hot. 

      The street was wide—two way with an concrete median—and small businesses ran along the length. A strip mall on the left. An old car wash with eight bays on the right, each one lit with halogens, half of which had burnt out or were in the process of trying to. Beyond the car wash was a used tire shop and a discount shoe store after that. 

      Cardoza would have had time to make it across and past the front of the tire shop before she came out onto the street. Ellie jogged down the side of the car wash and looked down the back length. A high chain link, suffering from rust and passers-by pulling it up from the bottom, rose up eight feet above the ground, creating a flimsy barrier to the apartment complex on the other side. Thick, tall crape myrtle trees lined its length. Ellie froze as a clipped rattle sounded from thirty feet away further down the street. The fence. Keeping her gun trained out in front, Ellie cautiously moved past each washing bay and toward the area of the fence the sound had come from. The fence stirred again, rattling like a perturbed snake. She got closer and peered through it into the apartment parking lot. Then she saw him. He was running diagonally away from her further into the complex. She holstered her gun and got on her knees. Pulling up a loose section of fence, she shimmied underneath and came up into a group of crape myrtles in desperate need of a trimming. She tore out of them and ran in the direction she had seen him go, followed him through the open stairwell and back into the open. She saw his foot disappear behind the next building. 

      Ellie knew this complex. 

      Her father used to drop her off at Lizzy West’s apartment to play when she was little. She and Lizzy would ride bikes and play hide and seek with the other kids in the neighborhood until way after dark. Other than a few more cracks in the asphalt, it didn’t appear to have changed much at all. Quickly, she brought up her childhood memories of this place and dusted them off. There were eight, maybe ten buildings, each with two stairwells and a small playground in the middle of the complex. 

      She ran down the stairwell Cardoza had passed and came out onto a line of parking spaces hugging the sidewalk—half of them empty—and another fence that she was glad to see. The north and east side of the complex still butted up against a motor pool owned by the city. Old trucks and vans in need of service sat next to auto bays that were shut down for the night. One section was a junkyard of sorts, apparently used as a place to pick the spare bones off vehicles put out of commission. The fence was strong and lined with razor wire at the top. The layout meant that there were only two ways for Cardoza to get out of here: back the way they had come or the main complex entrance to the south. 

      Ellie ran down the length of the building before darting across the grass to another building. If Eric was going to find his way out through the main entrance, she would beat him there. Ahead of her, an older man carrying a bag of groceries was walking away from his car toward the sidewalk. Ellie gave him a wide berth and sped past on his right. He didn’t seem to notice her. 

      Moments later she drew up at the corner of the last apartment before the main road and peeked around. The front office building sat alone, surrounded by thick grass and landscaping. No sign of Cardoza. She waited, listening, keeping her eyes peeled for movement.

      An orange tabby cat shot across the lawn, hissing. Ellie looked in the direction it had come from and smiled. Cardoza was cautiously moving down the length of the far building, hunched down and moving at a fast walk, looking behind him in nervous, sporadic movements. If she could stay low enough, he wouldn’t see her as she moved toward the office building. She jolted across the grass, passed the front office door, stopped at the corner, and pressed her body up against the warm bricks. Thirty seconds went by. Forty-five. A minute. She started hoping she hadn’t picked the wrong side of the building when she heard movement coming from the sidewalk on the left. With the speed and stealth of an ex-assassin, Ellie stole a quick glance and then retreated back to the cover of the building. 

      She waited. 

      Cardoza rounded the corner, and Ellie stepped out and shot her elbow into his mouth with a force that brought his feet off the ground and sent him hurtling into the grass. He landed hard on his back. He grunted, lay there dazed, moaning. 

      “Eric Cardoza.” Ellie stood over him shaking her head and rubbing her elbow. “You, sir, are in a little bit of trouble.”  Ellie squatted down, grabbed the back of his shirt collar, and dragged him into a clump of bushes lining the front edge of the complex. Muted, spangled street light came through the leaves and touched on his face.

      His breathing was retracted, and she waited patiently for it to settle. Blood issued from his mouth, and he reached up and touched his lips. His hand came away blotched with red, and he tried to speak, but it came out as a painful mumble. 

      Ellie tilted her head and surveyed his mouth. “It looks like you might have a couple broken teeth there.” 

      He grimaced and blinked.

      “I would be lying if I didn’t tell you that you made my night,” Ellie said. “I was sitting in my car when I saw you jump out of that window. I needed the exercise. And the time alone with you,” she added.

      Her last sentence gained his attention. “What are you talking about?” His words were slow and muffled, like he was sucking on a wet washcloth. 

      “We’ve been watching you for a little while. I almost feel like I know you.”

      “You don’t know anything about me.” He winced.   

      “You spent four years in the Air Force, two in Colorado, two at Ramstein, and then somehow you end up down here in Florida working for Hawkwing's Regional Executive Director who happens to have a little side business with you.”

      If Ellie's knowledge of Trigg surprised him, it didn’t show across his face. His eyes remained apathetic, uninterested. 

      “Oh, and I’m sorry about your cousin. I hope he died quickly during the crash because going out in a fireball is not a great way to go.” 

      This got her a visible reaction. His eyes drew up. 

      Ellie leaned in. “You know, I’m not that interested in you, Eric. Not at all. To me, you’re just a replaceable little minnow. Bait. You don’t call the shots, pay the bills, or drive the nice cars. So. I would like you to tell me where I can find Mateo Nunez.”

      His breathing started to slow as his heart rate settled. His words came very slowly as his mouth started to swell. “You know I don’t...know that. People who give up...information like that end up as shark food. I wouldn’t tell you...anyway.”

      Ellie smiled. “You need to understand your current situation. You are alone, with me, in an isolated part of town in the dark. I will get what I want from you. I need to know where Mateo Nunez is, and I need to know in the next ten seconds.”

      He let his head sag into his chest. He scoffed and, with a thickening tongue, said, “You can’t do anything. You're the feds. You have to play by...the rules.” His sweaty face revealed an arrogance, a belief that he was the one in control of the situation. Mark was right. Even with the lack of good light, Ellie had to agree with him. Eric Cardoza did look a little bit like a weasel. 

      “I’m not sure you’re in a position to tell me what I can and can’t do. You have five seconds.” 

      He tried to smile, but the pain prevented him. “Go to...hell.”  

      Ellie laid a hand over his bloody mouth, and, with a fluid motion that looked like she was brushing a fly off her leg, she pulled a Balisong butterfly knife from her waistline, whipped out the blade, and sunk it halfway into the side of his right thigh. Cardoza screamed into her hand. His eyes expanded, and a network of tendons bulged on his neck as he registered the pain. Ellie clamped down hard on his mouth, and he struggled to breathe only through his nose. The blade stayed wedged into his muscle, Ellie's hand maintaining a firm grip on the bi-part handle. He reached up and grabbed her arm with both hands, trying to pull her hand from his mouth. 

      “Let go of me,” she said calmly.

      He wheezed through his nose and pulled down even harder as an oxygen-depleted panic raced through him. She twisted the blade in his leg, and for the second time his scream sounded into her palm. “The blade goes in the rest of the way unless you let go of me. I’ll make shark food of you before your boss does. Believe me, Eric.” Her tone was measured, calm.  

      He released his hold, and Ellie brought her free hand away from his face. She rubbed it on the grass while she asked, “Who’s in control here?”

      His breathing was stuttered, raspy, and it came in quick and shallow waves. The kind of hyperventilated breaths one takes while standing under a cold shower. 

      “I asked you a question. Who’s in control here?”

      He wheezed. “You...are.”

      “Okay then. I would like you to tell me where I can find Mateo Nunez.”

      Eric swallowed, and his eyes rolled up and revealed bloodshot whites. Ellie snapped her fingers in front of his face. His head jolted up, and his eyes swam through the pain until they rested on her face. He spoke slowly, quietly, with concentrated effort. “He’ll be at a safe house for...a day or two. It’s what he does...after something like this. Goes...into hiding.”

      Ellie didn’t respond. She stared at him, waiting for him to continue. 

      “He has two...of them.”

      “Take a guess at which one you think he’s at. And I hope that you dig deep and find a spark of honesty in that dark heart of yours. If I find out you lied to me, a gap in your leg won’t be the worst of your worries.”

      “You can’t treat me like…”

      “Like what?” she interrupted. “Eric. I work with the DEA. I am not the DEA, and they have given me a certain measure of liberty. It sounds like I need two legitimate addresses from you. Right...now.”

      A minute later Ellie had committed both addresses to memory, had pulled out her phone, and was looking up the locations. One was out through Gasparilla Sound, up off the Myakka River. The house sat right on the river. The other location was up in Clearwater, almost three hours north. She could take Route 41 and be at the first location in thirty minutes. 

      Ellie’s phone buzzed. It was Mark. 

      “Hey.”

      “Ellie, where are you?”

      “Near the front end of the Horizon Oaks Apartments. South end, west side. Near a clump of bushes.”

      “Bushes?” 

      “I need you to come in your car.”

      “Okay. Did you get him?”

      Ellie looked at the defeated mess of a man in front of her. “I got him.” 

      “I’ll be right there.”

      Ellie tucked her phone into her back pocket then nestled her knees back into the dirt next to Cardoza’s wounded leg. She grabbed his t-shirt sleeve and tore it toward his chest. It gave way with a snap. She did it again, this time grabbing near the collar and tearing back. A long strip came off into her hand. 

      “What are you doing?”

      She didn’t answer and pressed the cloth onto his thigh. “Hold that,” she ordered.

      He reluctantly put his hand on top of the newly formed rag. “You’re going to want to press harder than that,” she said. 

      “It hurts.”

      “Suit yourself.”

      She wrapped a swatch around the blade of the knife where it was lodged in his leg and then slowly pulled the blade from his flesh. He winced, then moaned, and blood squirted from the wound, pooling in the patch of dirt beneath his leg. Ellie grabbed his hand and pressed it hard into the rag. Cardoza yelled in pain. 

      “You don’t keep pressure on that, and you’ll lose a pint before my partner gets here. Your call.”

      Ellie stepped a few feet away from him and studied the location of the safe house on her phone. She pulled up her text messages and sent the second address to Mark. 

      Two minutes a car turned the corner at the far end of the apartment complex and lumbered toward them, slowing only slightly at the speed bumps that were present every thirty feet. Mark pulled up and, leaving the car running, jumped out. 

      “You all right?” he asked. “Sorry, came in at the wrong entrance.”

      “Yes. Fine.”

      Mark stepped nearer to Cardoza and assessed him. “Whew. What happened to you? Looks like your face fell into a meat grinder.”

      Cardoza looked up at him, hardly amused. He said nothing and looked away. 

      “My elbow had a brief marriage with his face,” Ellie answered. “The ceremony was short. And he may have tripped on that curb over there and landed on a stray piece of steel. I got it out though.”

      Mark looked over at her, and she shrugged. He got the point. “Well, that’s unfortunate.” 

      Cardoza groaned in pain. “That’s...not true.”

      Mark smiled at him. “We can get to all that later.”

      “I just texted you an address. You need to have Garrett call the Tampa office and have them send a team over there. It may be a safe house where Nunez is holing up. I’ve got to go. You can stay with him?”

      “Sure. Wait. Where are you going?”

      “Cardoza gave me two addresses. I’m going to the other one.” She started walking toward the car.

      “Alone? Ellie, no way. I’ll come—”

      “No. Stay with him. It might not even be legit.”

      “And if it is?”

      She ignored him. “He’ll want to keep pressure on that wound.” 

      “Ellie. Ellie, wait! I’ll come with you...just give me a few minutes to get someone out here to deal with him.”

      She got in the car, shut the door, and threw it in reverse. 

      Mark tossed his hands up and shook his head, mumbled something about them being partners. He watched his car turn left out of the complex, the red glow of his tail lights disappeared around the bend.

      He turned and put his gaze on Cardoza. “You’d better hope you told her the truth.”
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      Trigg Deneford turned off the shower, opened the glass door, and stepped out. He grabbed a large white towel stitched from Turkish cotton off the bronzed bar and dried off. He walked into the bedroom, a wide spacious room with a deep tray ceiling and hardwood floors. The decor was flat and modern and held no color save for a muted green bedspread. The acacia woods of the floor, bed frame, and the six-drawer dresser were all stained a deep brown. The paint on the walls was a soft gray, and nothing hung on them, one of the many subtleties that gave the room a stiff and cold feel. He didn’t have a wife, didn’t have a girlfriend, and he had been content with his minimalist view of furnishing a home. He pulled out a couple dresser drawers and withdrew a fresh change of clothes: underwear, a pair of Levis, and a dark blue v-neck t-shirt, then toweled off his beard one more time. He would let it air dry for a few minutes before rubbing it down with beard oil. He picked up his cell phone, and, realizing the battery was dead, he walked over to the end table and plugged it in. He went into his game room and turned on the Xbox. Time hadn’t afforded him much opportunity to play of late, but tonight was quiet and he had no business to attend to. The console booted up, and he selected Call of Duty WWII. The game had just loaded when a loud and urgent knock on the back door echoed through the house. Deneford tensed momentarily and then relaxed. He walked out of the game room, down the hall, and into the kitchen where he removed his Sig Sauer P320 from a drawer near the refrigerator. It had a full magazine already inserted, and he tucked it into the back seam of his jeans and turned the corner to the rear of the home. The back of the house, like most of the homes in this neighborhood, had large windows that made up the rear wall, letting the residents have a clear view onto the water and allowing ample amounts of natural sunlight to stream in during the day. The back door led out into a long backyard of thick, well-manicured grass before the dock picked up where the stone walkway ended and led out to his empty boat house. He was the only one of his neighbors who had yet to get a boat. One day, when things slowed down, he would. Right now he was busy working two different jobs. Deneford stopped at the corner of the hallway and looked toward the back door. A large man in a yellow polo stood there. He couldn’t make out his face.

      “Who is it?” he snapped.

      “Nunez. Open up.”

      Deneford’s eyes filled with anger as the name registered. He walked up to the door, checked the man’s face through the glass, and twisted the deadbolt. Before the door was halfway open, Nunez was moving through it. Deneford shut the door and scanned the backyard. Seeing nothing, he turned back around. 

      “What the hell are you doing here? Do you know what kind of risk you’re putting me in?”

      Nunez was flustered. “You weren’t answering your phone. Relax. I wasn’t followed.”

      Deneford stepped up to him. “I will not relax. You just walked right up to my door. My neighbors are nosy. Especially the one on my left. If you think she didn’t see you, you’re wrong. Tomorrow she’ll be asking me who came to visit.”

      “So let her ask. Listen, I came here for a reason.”

      “Get to it.” Deneford walked back into the kitchen and turned off the light, the only luminescence coming from the meager light above the range and the small bit of light streaming down the hall from the bedroom. 

      “I wouldn’t have come here if it weren’t important,” Nunez began. His face was drawn tight, and a thin veneer of sweat stood out on his forehead.

      “So you come here? What were you thinking? I thought you were smarter than that.”

      “I am. Listen to me. You have been doing this for a couple years now. Me? I have been in this business for my whole life. Stop acting like a child and get a grip on yourself.”

      Deneford’s jaw tightened, and he looked like he was going to backhand his uninvited guest. He spoke through clenched teeth. “I represent people much more powerful than yourself. You might be careful how you choose to speak with me.”

      Nunez ignored him. “They raided the house at Ridgeside.”

      “Who? Who raided the house?”

      “I don’t know. DEA probably. Eric called me as they were breaking in. Why weren’t you answering your phone?”

      Trigg sighed. “Doesn’t matter. What happened? Did he get out?”

      “Yes, but he was being chased.”

      “Why did you need to come here to tell me that?” 

      “Because...he couldn’t grab the flash drive in time. It’s still in the house.”

      Deneford’s complexion was naturally white, pale even. Now, in the darkened room his face turned pasty, drained of all color. “What was it doing there?” he growled. 

      “I was having him run searches on the names you gave me. He’s better at that kind of thing than I am. He’s smart with computers. Anyway he said the drive was in a desk drawer in the front bedroom. He couldn’t get to it in time.”

      “That flash drive will be traced to my Hawkwing computer. It will have my digital footprint on there.”

      “I know. That’s why I’m here. I’m going to the safe house. You should come too.”

      “How is that going to help me?”

      “In the event that the feds come knocking on your front door, I think it would help for you to be there. It will give you a neutral place to think and plan.” 

      “Are you still in touch with Eric?”

      “No. He stopped answering his cell,” Nunez said. “I tried him again as I was walking up to your door. Are you coming? I’m leaving.” 

      Deneford ran a frustrated hand across the back of his neck. “Give me a second. I’ll meet you out there.”

      
        
        _______________

      

      

      Ellie gunned the Grand Marquis. The speedometer shot up to eighty-five. 

      Her phone rang. It was Garrett. She went to answer it, paused, and then set the phone back down. She knew what he would say. Wait for Mark. Wait for backup, Ellie. Wait for someone. 

      Either Cardoza was lying or he wasn’t. Either someone would be at this address or not. 

      Either way, she wasn’t about to wait.
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      Mateo Nunez idled up to the short dock and killed the engine. Deneford stuck a large foot out and stopped the boat from rocking into the wood. He tied off the bow while Nunez did the same at the stern. They exited the craft and walked to the rear of the one-story house, a small, farm-style home with three brick steps that led up to the back door.    

      Nunez slid the key into the lock, turned it, and opened the door. They walked in and into the musty scent of humid air. Deneford waved a hand in front of his face. “What did you do? Seal a tomb in here?”

      “I kept the air off. No one is ever here. No sense in running up an electric bill.”

      “Okay…”

      Nunez shut the door behind them and tossed his keys on the kitchen counter. The alarm system was beeping, a reminder that he had thirty seconds to disarm it before it sounded off. Nunez lifted the plastic cover plate and punched a six-digit code into the keypad. The beeping ceased. “The thermostat is down that hall on the left,” he said. 

      Deneford nodded and made his way to it. He set the Nest to seventy degrees, and the system kicked on, spilling cool air from the vents within a few seconds. He walked back into the kitchen and sat at the small table in the bay window. He rubbed a hand through his beard. “You expect Eric to show?” 

      “If he got away, yes. The plan is for him to come here.”

      “How safe is this place? How many people know about it?” Deneford asked. He turned to the window and spread the plastic blinds open with his fingers, looking out like he expected the wrong people to show at any moment.

      Now that he had informed Deneford of the situation and made it to the safe house without incident, Nunez was calm. “Only me, Cardoza, and three others. One is in prison and the other two are in Atlanta right now.”

      “So no one else who would have been at Ridgeside tonight would know?”

      “That is correct. Don’t worry, my friend. Everything will be fine. You and I both know that Eric would never give up this location, even if he was caught.”  

      “If they find that flash drive, my cover is blown and the last two years are for naught.” 

      “No. Not for nothing,” Nunez replied. “We’ve all made a lot of money. Remember, my friend, you brought Eric into this, not me. It is going to be fine. Just relax.” He looked at the refrigerator. “There should be beer in there. Go have a couple.”

      Deneford stood and walked past the stove. He opened the refrigerator and ducked down. There was only a half-empty jar of mayonnaise, a small jar of hot sauce, and a six pack of Negra Modelo. He grabbed a bottle and searched the label. “How old is this stuff?”

      “Few months maybe? It’s not right off the line, but it's still good. Bring me one.” 

      Deneford grabbed three and sat back down, twisted all three caps off with his forearm, then handed one to Nunez.

      “Gracias.”

      They sat silently at the table for the next five minutes, drinking their beers and hoping that Eric Cardoza would show. Deneford started tapping his foot nervously on the floor. “Call him,” he finally said. “Find out where he is.”

      Nunez put a hand on top of his large belly, paused, and let out a loud belch. “I’ll give him a few more minutes. Cops could be scanning the cell towers because of the bust tonight. Either way we sleep here tonight.” He set his beer down. “I’m going to take a leak.” He pulled up on his shorts and left the kitchen, crossed the living room and started down the hallway, turning into the guest bathroom on his left. He flicked the light switch on. The light didn’t respond. He flicked it on and off. Still nothing. Light bulbs were in the garage. He would worry about that later. Nunez walked to the end of the hallway until he arrived at the master bedroom. He strode across the beige carpet and flicked on the master bathroom light. He was far enough from the kitchen to not bother shutting the door as a courtesy. He walked up to the toilet and pulled up on the lid. 

      It didn’t budge.

      He tried again. Still, nothing. Nunez mumbled to himself and leaned forward as he tried to troubleshoot why the lid was jammed. This time he wedged the fingers of both hands around the edge and pulled with a long grunt. The stubborn lid stayed where it was, practically glued to the bowl. He stood over it and stared, mystified. That’s when a sound came from behind him, the rings of the shower curtain sliding against the curtain rod. 

      He turned and then wished he hadn’t.

      Something slammed into his throat and took away his ability to breathe. He swiveled and leaned forward, clutching his throat and trying in vain to suck in a breath. He heard the bathroom door shut softly behind him and the small exhaust fan turn on. The ungreased fan squealed softly, rhythmically.

      Ellie swiveled him around, grabbed a chunk of his short hair, and pulled his face in to her knee. His nose shattered on the impact. Fire-laced pain shot through his face, radiating out through his cheekbones and into his temples. He wanted to scream, but couldn't. He still couldn’t breathe from the punch she had landed to his trachea. With the speed of a cobra, she turned him around, snaked an arm across his throat, and placed her bicep over his neck, putting him into a rear naked choke. 

      Nunez was only an inch taller than she, but since he appeared to have an extra hundred pounds on her she squatted and leaned his weight against her thigh and slowly brought him backwards until she was sitting against the edge of the bathtub. She squeezed harder, and the blood running to his brain started to taper. Nunez thrashed around, his left arm smacking the shower curtain, his right hand trying to reach back and grab his assailant. Then, in a last act of desperation, he reached down and grabbed the soft flesh of her inner thigh, pinching hard. Then he twisted. The pain was excruciating. But Ellie knew how to ignore pain, and she knew that the pinch, while painful, wouldn’t cause any muscle damage that wouldn’t be gone in a week. She squeezed Nunez tighter, and the pressure on his carotid artery increased. His left arm flapped out, shook twice, and his body went limp as he lost consciousness. She held the choke for one final second and released. She slid out from underneath him and quietly lowered him to the tile floor.  

      She stood there catching her breath, rubbing her thigh, and looking down on the local kingpin she had been chasing for the last couple months. His chin was pointed toward the ceiling. His polo rode up, exposing a large, fatty section of his hairy stomach. Here he was. The man the DEA had been unable to find for over five years. She looked toward the bathroom door. 

      There was one more person to deal with. 

      And she knew just how to do it.
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      She had to slide Nunez's body to the far end of the narrow bathroom to allow her space to open the door. 

      Ellie turned the fan off and put her ear to the door. The whole scuffle had been relatively quiet, couldn’t have made enough noise to hear beyond the bedroom. Still, she opened the door with care. She stood to the side and looked toward the bedroom door, and then, using the window reflection, she checked the rest of the room. Satisfied, she stepped out and silently opened the door to the master closet. Nothing. 

      She heard the hollow thud of a beer bottle being returned to a wooden tabletop. Deneford was still at the table, finishing off a stale beer. He would expect Nunez back soon. 

      Right now, Ellie had two options before her. She could pull her handgun, still holstered on her thigh, and come upon an unsuspecting Deneford and arrest him. Or...she chewed her bottom lip as she thought...she could have a little fun with this. 

      She chose the latter.  

      Moving quickly, Ellie brought out one of the two phones in her possession, opened the voice memo app, and kept an ear out for movement in the main bedroom doorway. She touched the pad of her finger on the red record button, and, after waiting fifty seconds and still hearing faint movement in the kitchen, she stepped into the closet. The small space was filled with black life vests, surplus blankets, and a few sleeping bags. Several boxes lined the shelves above a sparsely populated hanger bar. It would be enough to muffle the sound of her voice.    

      She held the phone out in front of her and shut the closet door. Then, she began

      speaking. 

      
        
        _______________

      

      

      When Ellie tapped the glass again, the phone saved the sound recording. She cautiously opened the door to the closet and heard a clatter from the kitchen—a couple bottles clinking together—and knew it was safe to come out. 

      She walked over to the bed and fished her second iPhone from her pocket. Not knowing who would be in the house, or if several would come at once, she had taken the extra phone from the car for just this purpose. She set both devices to silent and made a FaceTime call from one to the other. She answered it when the call came through, and both phones showed a video of Ellie and the bedroom. 

      She thumbed the phone she had used in the closet, opened the memo app, hit play, and then brought the phone application back up. She turned the volume all the way up. Then, she leaned the phone against a pillow, tilted it, and walked to the window. 

      She had forty seconds. 

      
        
        _______________

      

      

      Ellie snaked her way around the outside of the house and stepped quietly into the abandoned landscaping near the kitchen’s bay window. The backyard was much like her own. A small, grassy area that ended at the top edge of a canal, although there was more grass. With the indoor light of the kitchen, she could see Deneford’s large shadow against the mill-white of the cheap, plastic window blinds. He wasn’t moving. She waited ten more seconds then heard Deneford yell toward the bedroom. 

      “What?” 

      She waited, then heard him repeat himself. 

      “What?” 

      The second one sounded confused, a little less confident. His shadow disappeared. Ellie, staying low, peered through the tiny holes where the polyester threaded through the slats in the blinds. 

      He was gone.
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      The beers weren’t the best. They weren’t the worst either. He preferred a craft beer over a Modela anyday, but now wasn’t the time to be picky. The bottles clinked together as he tossed them into the plastic garbage can. He paced the kitchen. When Nunez got back from the restroom, he would inform him that he was leaving, taking Nunez’s boat and getting out of here. He wasn’t comfortable here. Nunez could come or he could stay. He didn’t care either way. Over the years he had learned to trust his instincts. There were other places to hide, if that’s what he needed to be doing right now. Something about this place wasn’t right. He liked to have control over where he fled, and he knew nothing about this location. 

      He stopped pacing and stood near the window. He thought of Eric Cardoza and hoped that the man could run as well as he could steal. It wasn’t supposed to go down like this. Eric was going to get a firm fist in the gut when he saw him next. If there was a next time. It was a poor choice, he knew, giving that flash drive to Eric. It contained maps of the entire coastline with highlighted areas for potential drop points. It also contained a digital footprint that would lead them right to his door. It was sloppy, not retrieving the information from a secured computer that couldn’t be traced back to him. And it was also sloppy to provide him with a flash drive instead of simply printing out the maps. But that wasn’t what he had done, and now Trigg Deneford wondered if they might have to reconsider the entire front for their operation. 

      He heard Nunez call out to him from the back of the house. “What?” he yelled. He heard his name again, different this time. He must have drunk the beers too fast. It sounded like a woman’s voice. “What?” he called again. He exited the kitchen, walked across the living room, and peered down the hall. “Nunez?” 

      “Stop it!” It was a woman. “Stop it! Let go of me! Trigg. Trigg, stop him! Get off of me!” 

      All of a sudden Deneford felt like he was in a fog. Shirley Dunham? Here? It didn’t make sense. Still, that was her voice coming frantically down the hall. It was her who was crying out, telling Nunez to get off of her. 

      He reached behind his back and brought out his handgun. He moved cautiously down the hall.

      “Agh! Let...go...”

      His heart was thumping. What in the hell was going on? He stopped just short of the door and peered into the room. 

      There was no one there. No voices. No Shirley Dunham.

      Nothing. Not even Nunez. The yelling startled him as it began again. Coming from...the bed? Were they under the bed?

      Was that a phone? 

      
        
        _______________

      

      

      Ellie waited outside, watching the feed from the bedroom phone until she saw Trigg Deneford’s head poke out around the bedroom door, his gun in hand. She removed her Glock from her thigh holster and, careful not to let the flimsy blinds make a sound, she slipped through the bay window she had unlocked soon after she had arrived. Unlocking windows in each room allowed for any number of possible engagements.   

      On the drive here, Ellie had planned for several possibilities. Assuming the address Eric Cardoza had provided was indeed the right location, would anyone be there? If it was the right address, would anyone come at all? If they did, how many would there be? 

      She had parked at the far end of the street, walked to the house from there. There was no way to be certain that the house was empty, but there were no boats docked at the canal, no cars in the driveway. She had listened through the windows at two sides and heard nothing. The only measure of light emanating from the inside of the home was a soft glow from above the oven range. If it truly was a safe house, whoever was occupying it would be there because they felt a measure of security, of safety. They would feel no need to hide under the shroud of an interior darkness. 

      So Ellie had called Glitch, gave him the address and told him to help her get past the alarm. A landscape sign told her and the rest of the neighborhood that the home was secured by Finley Security Systems. Within three minutes Glitch had a code for her. After picking the front door lock with two paper clips she found in the cruiser, Ellie entered and cleared each room, ensuring that no one was present before searching the entire house for weapons. She had come away with a Springfield 1911 9mm Luger pistol from the kitchen drawer, a loaded Ruger Blackhawk revolver from between the couch cushions, and two 12 gauge shotguns from under the guest room bed. The house’s decor and utility was scant. It was clearly not lived in. The home had a stale smell that emanated from unused toilets and sink drains. She located only two cutting knives in the kitchen. All the other utensils were plastic and disposable. Ellie had taken all the weapons and put them in the attic via the pull-down staircase.

      The presence of the weapons and the nearly vacant nature of the home confirmed that a knife in the thigh was all that Eric Cardoza needed to be truthful. So Ellie planned for an arrival. And Mateo Nunez had indeed shown. He had come and walked right in and turned the page into his final chapter as a local drug kingpin, because tonight Ellie would make sure he left here in handcuffs. What Ellie hadn’t planned for, however, was a two-for-one special. Nunez hadn’t come alone; he hadn’t come with a couple low-level bodyguards. No, he had brought a friend. A friend that Ellie was beginning to know quite well. Christmas had come early. 

      She heard Deneford speak from down the hall.

      “What the hell…”

      She had already ended the live video feed on the phone, but she knew just where he was. He was right where she wanted him to be. She stepped up to the alarm’s keypad and punched in a secondary code that Glitch had given her. The code silently registered, and a dim neon-green light flashed twice to let her know it had taken. Now, if anyone decided to open a door or a window to make a quick escape, Ellie would be notified by a quick, double-chime from the keypad.    

      Ellie returned her attention to the master bedroom at the opposite end of the house. She was now facing down a formidable adversary in Trigg Deneford, one who, during his time with the SEALs, had been sculpted and molded into a close combat warrior, proficient in weapons handling. 

      Ellie had the psychological advantage of knowing who she was up against; Deneford did not. He didn’t know who was in the house with him. The first thing he would have done after seeing the phone and realizing he’d been duped would have been to secure the room. She had to assume that, by now, Deneford had found Nunez.  

      Moving into the living room, she stopped at the corner leading back into the hallway. The master bedroom door was now twenty feet down the hall. She heard muffled voices. Nunez was back; probably groggy, probably feeling like his head was about to fracture outward from the pressure the lack of oxygen had caused. 

      Ellie knew that Deneford wouldn’t like feeling trapped and wouldn’t like not knowing who and where his opponent was. He would either go out the window or he would clear the hallway and make his way back into the main part of the house. A professional like him, who had just been had by Shirley Dunham calling out for help; that kind of man would stay. He would stay and face-off.

      Walking backwards and keeping her gun trained in front, Ellie traced a path back through the living room and into the kitchen. She heard more whispers, and then the alarm pad at the rear door chimed twice. She heard the muted shuffle of a window being drawn up in the master bedroom. Someone, or both of them, had decided to leave. Ellie left the kitchen and moved into a small, empty bedroom that looked out onto the canal. Stepping up to the window she twisted the rod to the blinds. She slit them open and stepped back against the far wall. Now, she could cover the entrance to the room and, at the same time, keep a view on the outside. 

      Deneford would have two choices: he could clear the rooms down the hallway or he could move back up toward the living room and, starting with the guest bathroom, clear the house room-by-room. If, that is, he was still in the house. Ellie listened, waited, trying to grab any sound that would let her know what decision he had made.  

      A shadow moved in the backyard and caught her eye. She tensed. A large figure was hunched down, moving back to the dock. It was Nunez. She watched as he stopped, rubbed his pockets, and shook his head. He turned around and moved quickly back to the rear door. Ellie heard the door open, heard it squeak quietly on an ungreased hinge and Nunez start to speak before two gunshots erupted from the living room. Trigg Deneford sent two rounds speeding into Nunez’s chest, surely the last thing on his mind being that his partner would just come waltzing through the back door. 

      A grunt came from the kitchen, and what Ellie heard, but couldn't see, was Mateo Nunez, reaching for a kitchen chair to stabilize himself, trying not to fall. He found his balance, but only momentarily. Deneford cursed from the living room but stayed where he was. He watched as his partner fell sideways and hit the linoleum with a thud. 

      She heard Nunez mumble through the blood rushing up his esophagus and into his mouth. “The...the...keys...” 

      Nunez tried to breathe, but no air came in. A gurgling mess of thick blood ran down the corner of his mouth and pooled on the floor, mingling with blood flowing freely from his chest. His surprised eyes blinked three times, and the last thought he ever had, after wishing he had kept the boat’s keys on his person, was how very dirty the kitchen floor was.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Six

          

        

      

    

    
      Ellie kept her Glock trained out in front of her and slipped out the bedroom door. She silently retreated down the hallway on this side of the house. She walked backwards, staring into the kitchen, looking at Nunez's lifeless body as she scanned for other movement. She backed around the corner and turned toward the end of the hall that terminated at the master bedroom. She heard a rustle from the living room, near the kitchen. Deneford might be assessing his partner, she thought, getting sloppy in the process. She arrived at the end of the hall, and, with her weapon drawn in a tight grip, she risked a peek around the corner.  

      She immediately wished she hadn’t. The butt of Deneford’s pistol came slamming just below her sternum, knocking her backwards. She had underestimated the stealth of such a large man. He had made the noise from the other side of the living room, intentionally—that much was clear now. And in the space of a few seconds, he had soundlessly slipped across the room, down the hall, and readied himself, waiting for whoever was in the house with him. 

      The force of the impact sent Ellie backwards, and the air evacuated her lungs as her diaphragm spasmed from the trauma. She landed hard on the hallway floor, her weapon slamming into the bedroom door frame and coming free from her grip. 

      Deneford stepped over Ellie and assessed her. His face contorted as he recognized the lady he knew to be Shirley Dunham, only now her hair was longer, blonde. He tilted his head. “What the hell…?” he said out loud. 

      Ellie coughed and wheezed, trying to gain a breath that would allow her to get back in the fight. It didn’t come soon enough. Deneford slid his weapon into the back seam of his pants and straddled Ellie, coming down over her in a full grappling mount. He was now sitting over her torso, his thick muscular thighs on either side of her hips. He pressed his weight into her, pinning her to the ground.

      “Who are you?” he asked. The cordiality of Paul Greenberg’s assistant was gone. 

      Ellie sputtered, forcing her mind to focus beyond the violent turn of events, knowing that she would need every moment of mental clarity to get out of this alive. 

      He decided not to wait for an answer. He made a fist, pulled up, and sent it down hard into the side of her ribcage. She saw it coming, and, with what strength she could muster, she tightened her abdominal muscles to prepare for the impact. It came, harder than she had anticipated, hitting her ribs with all the force of a battering ram. 

      The impact jolted her and sent a wave of pain radiating up her entire left side. Still, she was gaining her breath back. She could feel her diaphragm start to relax and oxygen come back into her lungs in ragged gasps.  

      “Who are you?” he asked again, looking down on her with a face simultaneously registering both confusion and anger. His knees squeezed into her hips as he tightened the hold he had on her. 

      Ellie had attained the level of black belt in Jiu Jitsu before she had entered the CIA. During her time with TEAM 99, she had found it necessary to use it in the field on a few different occasions. Occasions when the undesired situation of close combat fighting was inescapable. This position—pinned flat to the floor—was the last place she wanted to be. Deneford had already moved the fight through the first two phases: closing the distance and bringing the fight to the ground. From where he was Deneford could continue raining blows down on her until she was incapacitated, or even dead. He had her so she couldn’t shoulder backwards or buck her hips. It would be up to Ellie to bring about the last two phases of their engagement: achieve a dominant position and finish the fight. 

      The tendons on Deneford’s neck stuck out like thick cords, and his eyes were dilated with an adrenaline-infused anger. He reached down and grabbed her by the throat, shoving the web of his thumb up into her larynx. 

      His fingers dug into the soft flesh around her neck, and the weight of his hand pressed hard, blocking any chance of more oxygen flowing into her body. Her face reddened, and, for the briefest of moments, she struggled against him. His torso was too high for Ellie’s fingers to reach his eyes. Ellie knew she couldn’t bridge him up with her legs, couldn’t force his center of gravity up. He was too heavy and she too small in comparison. Her only way out would be to get him off center. Her one saving grace was that, for now, her arms were free. This wasn’t over yet. 

      With her right hand Ellie reached around and grabbed him at the crook of his elbow. With her left, she reached up to his shoulder and gathered his t-shirt into her hand. With a quick snap she cinched her left elbow down toward his thigh. His hand was still around her throat, but her efforts had loosened the grip, and now he could no longer freely move his arm. 

      Behind him Ellie’s feet were searching furiously for his ankle, so she could trap it, so she could gain leverage. She couldn't find it, so instead she braced up on the balls of her toes and pulled her assailant toward her shoulder. Deneford’s balance was thrown off, and he tumbled past Ellie’s face and down toward the wall. Ellie swiveled and came up in between his legs. She had broken the mount. 

      Deneford, while clearly surprised at the turn of events, showed no signs of being uncomfortable on his back. He would have had training in close combat as well. Ellie watched as he lifted his knees to keep Ellie at bay and then he locked his ankles behind her back so she couldn’t mount him.

      Ellie decided to end this. She did not have the stamina to grapple with him for the next five minutes. She had a surprise for Trigg Deneford; one that he wouldn’t see coming, the same way Eric Cardoza had not seen it coming. 

      She reached behind her and found the handle of her butterfly knife, poking out just past the top of Deneford’s ankles. She flicked out the knife, grabbed the handle, and in one swift motion brought the blade down and into the top of Deneford’s left thigh, just a few inches below his waistline. 

      He screamed and released the hold his legs had on her lower body. Ellie scrambled onto him, mounting him, and, while his eyes bugged out in pain, she rose up and sent her right fist into his face. She tossed the knife behind her, and, before he could muster any defensive measures, Ellie hit him again, this time with her left. His head flopped back. She bought her right fist up one more time and brought it down with all the malice of an angry hornet. 

      His head jolted to the side, unnaturally. 

      He lay still.

      Ellie remained where she was, panting, watching to make sure he didn’t move. She gathered herself, pushed off of him, and slowly stood up with the help of the wall. She bit down on her bottom lip in an effort to re-channel the pain that still screamed out from her ribcage. She gathered up her knife, her gun, and Deneford’s gun. She walked to the end of the hall and turned. Entering the kitchen, she stepped over Nunez’s body and looked out the back door to ensure no one else had arrived during the last few minutes. She removed a phone from her pocket. The screen had been cracked during the fight, but not badly enough that she couldn't use the keypad.  

      She called Garrett.
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      The lights from a dozen emergency vehicles pulsed across half of the neighborhood, bathing homes, lawns, and rustling palms in alternating sheets of red and blue. Minutes earlier, they had carted off Mateo Nunez's body. Deneford had been driven away in an ambulance soon after. They had laid him on a stretcher and cuffed his wrists to the rail, wheeling him past Ellie on the way out. He had stared her down with unveiled enmity. She held his gaze, watched as they shut the rear doors and drove him away. It would be a while before he could put any weight on his left leg again. 

      Ellie sat against the rear bumper of Garrett’s Expedition. She was tired and sore. She wanted to go home and take a hot bath and relish a very full glass of Merlot. 

      Mark and Garrett stepped across the front threshold of the house and walked toward her. 

      “How are you?” Mark asked.

      Her right hand was swollen from where she had twice laid it into Deneford’s face. Her ribs ached. Her thigh was still sore from getting hit with the kayak paddle the other night. The stitches on her arm had popped during the scuffle. The skin on her neck was raw. “Fine.”

      “What were you thinking going at that alone?” Garrett asked.

      “I wasn’t going to risk not getting our man.” 

      “Next time, wait for backup. We clear on that?”

      “Yes.”

      “Why did Nunez just run back in the house like that?” Mark asked. 

      “I don’t know. Maybe I choked him a couple seconds too long. He must have been in a panic. Some people can’t think straight in situations like that.”

      “All the other stuff aside,” Garrett said, “you did a hell of a job, Ellie.”

      “I’m sorry I disagreed with you about raiding the stash house.”

      “We got lucky is all. If you hadn’t gotten Cardoza and come up here, we wouldn’t have gotten these two. It would have been just another raid.”

      “Why was no one from the SRT in the backyard at Ridgeside?” she asked. 

      “I don’t know yet. I’ll have to wait and read Jet’s report tomorrow.”

      She rubbed the tender skin around her throat. “How did the raid go?” 

      “Nine arrests, although two of them were prostitutes. Jorge Changa, Jimmy Joe Claude’s old friend, he was there. We got him too. One of Jet’s men, Special Agent Sanchez, got shot in the arm. He’ll be all right, but he’ll be out of commission for a week or two.”

      “We recovered a laptop,” Mark said. “And a couple flash drives. We’re sending them over to Glitch for review.”

      “So what now?” she asked. 

      “We’ll work through tonight’s events and decide from there. Ellie,” Garrett said.

      “Yes?”

      “Get your butt over to that ambulance. That’s an order.”

      She sighed, stood up. “Yes, sir. Right away, sir.”

      He raised his brows to her. 

      She walked toward the emergency vehicle with a sense of satisfaction. Things hadn’t gone down with Deneford the way she had expected, the way she had wanted. That would have been an angle she would have liked to have worked a little more. Maybe, after the dust settled and people were interrogated and files and records examined, they would be able to find out who he was working for, who was above him. For now though, the evening had gone well enough. Better than they had expected. What began with a standard raid on a stash house ended with them taking down a ghost, a man who had plagued this area with fear and illicit drugs for far too long. 

      Mateo Nunez was dead.
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      The weatherman said today would be a high of eighty-five degrees in Miami. Darkness had recently descended on the city, but the concrete and asphalt continued to release heat like an iron radiator that had just been switched off. Still, Jared “Chewy” Robinson was so very cold. Some days he was sick of it all. Nothing really did help. Hot baths, thick coats, long johns, thermal socks; they took the edge off, but even those things couldn’t get deep into his bones and keep him warm. 

      Chewy walked up the steps to the second floor. The apartments looked more like a dirty, trick-turning motel than a cluster of permanent living quarters. His feet hit the landing, and he turned left and started scanning the numbers on the doors. He stopped in front of the brown door with the number he was looking for. He sighed. Chewy liked what he did for Ringo. He respected Ringo. Yet, there were some things in their line of work he wished they could avoid. This was one of those things. Ringo had made a decision, and it affected other people. 

      He sighed again. Then he knocked on the door. A shuffling noise came from the other side. The curtain on the front window moved, and a young girl’s dimpled face looked through it. She disappeared after he made eye contact with her. Finally, he heard the chain slide and the door lock kick back. The door opened slowly, and light from inside illuminated the tall, hairy man standing at their doorstep.

      An old Latino lady wearing a nightgown and slippers looked up at him, somewhat nervously. “Can I help you?” The girl—must have been ten or eleven—stood behind the old lady, her face a mixture of curiosity and fear. 

      Chewy hated this. “You are the family of Manuel Saucedo?”

      The old lady’s face creased. “Yes.” Then she added, hesitantly, “What can I help you with?”

      Chewy reached into his trench coat. He pulled his hand out and raised it toward her. The old lady’s eyes almost crossed. “What…?” she began nervously.

      “Please, take it.” The envelope was thick. 

      The girl stepped up next to her grandmother and stared at the envelope.  “Luciana, step back please.” The girl obeyed. The lady looked back at Chewy. “What is it?”

      “Please, Manuel asked me to give it to you if anything happened,” he lied. 

      At the mention of her grandson's name, the older lady’s face fell. She looked back at the envelope. “He sent you with this?”

      “Yes.”

      She reached out and took it. It was heavy and sealed, and she didn’t open it. She knew what it was. “Luciana.”

      “Yes?”

      “Take this. Put it on the table.” 

      The girl obeyed.

      “How did you know my Manuel?”

      “We did some work together. We trusted each other.” There was something he didn’t like about lying to someone’s grandmother. He added, truthfully. “He was a good man.”

      “Yes. Yes, he was.” 

      “Please, be careful with that,” Chewy said. “Don’t let anyone know about it.” He looked at the girl. “Don’t tell your friends or anyone at school.”

      She nodded in reply. 

      Chewy looked behind them into their small space. “He would have wanted you to be somewhere else. Somewhere safe. Somewhere you can be happy.” He didn’t know that for sure. He only knew what he would want if this were his grandmother, his little sister. 

      The lady said nothing, only stared at him. 

      He nodded at them courteously. “Be well,” he said, and then walked off. They stuck their heads past the door frame and watched him disappear down the stairwell. He heard the door click shut.

      Chewy stepped into the parking lot, littered with dead palm fronds, cigarette butts, and loose newspaper. He glanced back up at Manuel’s door as he crossed the main road, entering a dark side street with a crumbling old building on his right and an empty lot off to his left. He felt good about what he had done. He had chosen to do it himself, and he would tell no one. Ringo had made the decision to execute Manuel Saucedo. It was the right decision. Manuel did not know who Ringo was; Ringo rarely, if ever, met anyone face-to-face. Chewy had been the face of his organization to Manuel. But in giving up Chewy, the feds would have gotten that much closer to Ringo. Aldrich had executed Manuel, and they had all breathed a sigh of relief. But Chewy had thought, ever since, of his own grandmother, whom he had gone to live with as a boy after his own parents died in a plane crash. He thought of how Manuel was the only provider for that little girl and that old lady. He had decided to do something about it. The cash had been from his own reserves. 

      No one ever need know. 

      He kept walking with his arms crossed tightly in front of him in a vain hope that it might warm him a little. That’s when he saw them. Three figures coming down the street in his direction. He wanted no trouble. He had come here for one purpose, and now that it was completed he just wanted to drive back home.  

      With each step he angled to the right to give the oncomers a wide berth. As expected, they weren’t interested in one. They closed the gap and chuckled as they approached him. Chewy stopped. A single sodium light hung on a telephone pole in the center of the empty lot. It gave enough light to make out the features of the Latino men now directly in front of him, blocking his way.

      One was tall, but still stood a couple inches beneath him. The other two shorter but thicker, one of them wearing an Orlando Magic hat low over his eyes, the other bald. They all wore white wife-beaters and black shorts that sagged near to their ankles. Several silver and gold chains hung off their necks, and their skin was littered with tattoos. 

      The bald one jutted his chin toward Chewy. “Hey, Amigo. What are you doing out here? You get lost or something?” 

      “I’m not lost.” 

      “Yo man, you weird looking, you know that? What’s with all the hair?”

      “I’m cold.”

      “Cold?” Two of them laughed. “Man, it’s hot out here, yo. Like ten o’clock at night and still got sweat running down my crack.” So, he asked again, “What are you doing out here? I’ve never seen Bigfoot in the city.”

      “What I’m doing here is none of your business.”

      The thug bobbed his head. “Okay, okay. You know, we've been watching you since we seen you pass this way earlier. Wondered what you were up to. What uh...what did you give that lady? That was Manuel’s family. What kind of business did you have with them?”

      Chewy stared blankly at them.

      “I saw a thick envelope is what I saw,” the one with the hat said. “Maybe you gave them some pity money, huh?” Then a light dawned in his eyes, and he said, “Maybe you killed Manuel, and you feel bad about it.” 

      “It doesn’t matter who killed Manuel,” the taller man said. He boldly stepped up to Chewy until their noses were an inch apart and Chewy could smell the staleness of his breath. “What matters is what he gave them and if it’s something we might want.” His eyes bored into the strange-looking man on their street. “My man asked you what you gave her. You need to answer him.” 

      It was at that moment that Chewy knew that he would kill these three men. If he didn't, they would take the money. He locked indifferent eyes on the man. He sighed deeply into his face. “I gave her an envelope with three hundred thousand dollars worth of one hundred dollar bills.” All three men scoffed in unison. “Yeah, whatever,” the bald man said. “If that’s true, why would you tell us?”

      “Because you asked.” 

      The man in his face said, “Well, there’s only one way to find out, and that’s to go ask them ourselves.”

      “Please don’t do that.” 

      At that, the two fat men stepped closer and flanked him. Now, Chewy had a man in his face and one on each side of him. “You guys are in over your heads,” he said. “Isn't it past your curfew or something? Shouldn’t you be in bed sucking your thumb, maybe asking your mother for a glass of warm milk?” His words had the desired effect. 

      Chewy knew who was going to make the first move. It was the man in front of him. The man who, of the three, was clearly the leader. The other two would wait for him to engage and then, like a couple of cowards, gang up on the strange man in front of them. 

      He was right. The tall man before him drew his right hand back and brought his fist into Chewy’s midsection. Chewy anticipated the move and allowed the fist to just begin its descent into his abdomen before he reacted. Chewy visualized the energy of the punch. He grabbed his opponent’s wrist and slid it to his left as he stepped in closer with his right. The man stumbled forward, and Chewy, keeping a straight posture and moving with fluid footwork, extended the man’s arm and brought his right forearm directly into it. The elbow snapped, and, before the painful scream could ride out of the man’s mouth, Chewy had brought him in close and pressed his large hand over it. The other two men, stunned by the agility and swiftness of the man before them, waited to attack. Chewy slid his hand down off the tall man’s mouth and rested it firmly on his chin. The man, suppressing a scream of pain so he could talk, started to say, “No, No, I—” He was interrupted by Chewy swiftly bringing his chin up at an angle and his head down toward his shoulder blade. His neck snapped with a ‘pop,’ and Chewy immediately stepped away from him for effect. The man’s body crumpled into the asphalt like he had been unplugged. 

      The two men left were too stunned to react immediately. Chewy was happy to wait. Finally, wide-eyed and stuttering, the one in the hat said, “You...you killed him.”

      “I killed him. That’s right.” 

      The bald one muttered something, reached behind his back, and brought out a switchblade. A metallic click sounded out as he pressed the button on the side, and the five-inch blade flicked out. The man’s fearful breathing was labored, and he took an unsure step toward Chewy.

      “It’s okay,” Chewy prodded. “I don’t bite.” It was true. He didn’t bite.

      The bald man came toward him hesitantly, and then, bolstered by the renewed sense of confidence that his knife brought him, he shot his right hand forward and stepped in. What the bald man didn’t know, what the man with his neck snapped hadn’t known, and what the thug in the hat was unaware of was that Chewy had spent his teenage years learning Aikido, the Japanese martial art that focused on using an opponent's own energy to gain control of them, instead punching or kicking. It placed great emphasis on motion and the dynamics of movement. Chewy had always thought it to be immensely practical. It didn’t provide the fanfare of Karate or Taekwondo. Those arts had their place and were especially suited for Hollywood. But Aikido, when executed properly, left an attacker quickly disabled, with almost no effort on the part of the defender. 

      The bald man eased closer to Chewy, and then, when he was within reach, he took a final step forward and thrust the knife out. Chewy stepped to his left and grabbed the man’s arm with his right hand and his wrist with his left. He pushed his hand down and slipped his hand up behind the man’s shoulder as he rotated him. The leverage brought the bald man’s head down, and Chewy slid his hand across the man’s neck in an easy sweeping motion. Chewy still held on to the man’s wrist. His opponent's chest was now on the asphalt, the hand holding his knife bent up against his lower back. 

      He struggled, grunted. 

      Chewy set his knee into the man’s neck, pinning him down. He twisted the man’s wrist and plucked the knife from his wavering grasp. Then, in one quick motion, he brought the blade away from his body and then plunged it into the side of the man’s neck. The bald man grunted again and then lay still, his chest falling as a final pocket of air left his lungs. 

      The man’s friend had no time to react, had no time to come to his aid. It was all over in six seconds. 

      Chewy left the knife in the man’s neck and stood up, his breathing normal, his expression indifferent. 

      The man in the hat was trembling, and the look in his eyes showed that he was panicked, deciding between fight or flight. He looked down at his dead friend, at the blood pooling around his head. He looked over at the other man, lifeless and crumpled. 

      His top lip curled. 

      He chose to fight.

      Chewy knew that, in a situation like this, the third of three would be the easiest. He wasn’t the first or second to engage because of his timidity. And when men like him saw his friends dead or incapacitated, his engagement would be stunted by greater fear, anger, and a desire for revenge. Very simply, that meant he was not in control of himself. He would make clear mistakes. He would be the easiest to subdue. 

      The man turned his hat backwards and approached Chewy. He loosened his neck and started moving back and forth on the balls of his feet. Like a boxer warming for a match. 

      Chewy was bored with this. He had a long drive back across Alligator Alley, and it was already late. He looked down on the man whose neck he had snapped. There was a gun protruding from his waistline, peeking out from beneath his shirt. He hadn’t gotten to use it. 

      Chewy held up a finger to the man bouncing several feet in front of him, as if telling him to wait a second. 

      He looked at the strange, hairy man before him, and, out of confusion or deference, he waited. 

      Chewy took three steps toward the other man’s body and tugged the gun out of his waistband and into his hand. It was a Walther P99 semi-automatic. Chewy brought the slide back, and the crisp sound of a round entering the chamber sounded down the street. 

      Chewy turned back toward his attacker. The man’s brows lifted, his hands went up in front of him. He stopped bouncing. 

      “What? No. No, man.” He gave a nervous smile, shook his head. “Man, we didn’t mean nothin’, yo.”

      “I don’t believe that.”

      “Come on...just let me go. I won’t tell about that money, I swear. I swear.”

      “I don’t believe that either.”

      And so, while the man’s voice rose higher and his pleading words came faster, Chewy raised the gun, aimed, and pressed the trigger. The man was in the middle of the word “anyone” when one hundred and twenty-four grains of lead caught him above the right eye. His head bucked back, and his body fell backward. He hit the ground with a lifeless thud. Chewy walked over to him and put another round through his forehead. Then, for good measure, he did the same to the others. He squatted down, rubbed off the gun using the bald man’s shirt, and let the weapon clamor to the blacktop. 

      He stood up. He had parked a half mile away where he was sure there were no cameras to grab his license plate. The walk would give him time to calm down, to relax. Until he could get back in the car and turn on Johnny Burkis. Johnny would reorient him. The inspirational speaker would let words of life wash over him and would tell him that he had fully actualized himself tonight. That he had taken control of his destiny. And he had. He had indeed. Tonight, Jared Robinson had taken control of his destiny, his life. 

      And ended three others.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      Ellie slid into the front seat of the El Camino—the auto industry’s early adaptation of genetically modified—and pressed the garage door opener that was clipped to the visor. She backed out into the street and pulled up next to the mailbox. She opened the small door and removed a thick stack of mail. She checked it only once or twice a week. Bed Bath & Beyond coupons that she never used, bills, and credit card offers were all she ever got; the three staples of consumer capitalism. Flipping through the stack, she tugged out a small white envelope. It looked like a card. Ellie turned it over and read the name on the return address. Her breathing stopped, and she stared at it. She blinked a couple times and set the rest of the mail aside. 

      The card was postmarked three days prior from a town she had never heard of. Woodruff, South Carolina. But it was the person’s name, not the location, that struck her.

      Gina Stark. 

      Using a fingernail, Ellie tore open the back and slid the card out. It was purple with the words ‘Thank You’ scrolled across the front in silver foil. She opened it, started reading:

      
        
        Ellie,

      

        

      
        A long time has gone by since we’ve talked, hasn’t it? These days I catch myself longing for the simple times we had back in high school.

      

        

      
        We’ve moved up to my husband’s hometown in South Carolina. I couldn’t stay in the house down there anymore. Not since Adam was killed. We have the house on the market. 

      

        

      
        I heard of your involvement with the investigation into finding whoever killed our precious Adam.

      

        

      
        Thank you. Thank you from all that we are, thank you. I wish you Godspeed in your efforts. 

      

        

      
        That is all, old friend. May life be kind to you.

         

        Gina Stark

      

      

      Ellie set the card on the seat. She sat staring at the dash, emotionally blindsided by the note. Gina’s boy was the one and only reason she was doing this. It was why she had released a tight grip on a private, relaxing life and gone to work for the DEA. Her deep sense of justice animated her to enter into this investigation. Adam’s killers needed to be brought to justice. It haunted her that, no matter what she continued to uncover, who they arrested or who they deported, none of it would bring the boy back. Both the FBI and the Sheriff's Office were leading the investigation into his death, but so far they had uncovered nothing worthwhile. The only way to find the organization responsible for Adam's death was to track down those who sold their products. She looked back at the card, its very presence empowering a fresh resolve to track down the killers. 

      Ellie had no children of her own. Not yet. But she did know one thing. A parent should never have to bury a child. It was unnatural. She couldn’t imagine the pain, the grief that came with it and never did go away.   

      Ellie pulled away from her mailbox and drove down her street with a renewed sense of justice and maybe even a little revenge.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Forty

          

        

      

    

    
      Ringo sat on his white leather couch with one leg crossed over another, his hands laced over his knee, his eyes closed. He heard a muffled voice getting louder, like he was swimming up from the depths. It was irritated, maybe angry. He waited. Patiently waited for it to become coherent. He swam higher, breaking the surface.  

      There it was. Perfectly clear. 

      “...like you don’t even hear me...Ringo!”

      Ringo opened his eyes and slowly looked toward Wally Wallace. His guest sat across the teakwood coffee table in a wide armchair that matched the pristine, white virginity of the couch. Wally Wallace was leaning forward, his elbows on his knees, his hands gesturing in anger, his huge eyeballs looking like they were going to pop out onto the Spanish clay tile. “Why do you ignore me like that? You’re like my wife. She never listens to me. I’m serious about what I’ve been saying. It’s unprofessional that you would not hear me out.”

      Ringo sucked on a tooth. He smacked his lips. They tasted like whiskey. He looked at the glass in his hand. It was empty, so he stood up, walked to the decanter, and poured two more fingers. He sipped, felt the relaxing burn run down into his chest. He turned back around. “It’s unprofessional that you would insult me in my own house,” he replied.  

      “I didn’t insult you. I’m only trying to get you to listen to me. I came here to have a rational discussion with you. But that’s obviously beyond your abilities.”

      Ringo returned to his couch and looked toward Wally Wallace. Looked him right in the eye yet still managed to look through him, like his guest was a decorative plant blocking his view to the backyard. “You’re suggesting that my cognitive functions are biologically inferior to yours?”

      “What? Ringo, I’m losing a big share here. This decision of yours to reroute to the south means the funnel doesn't come out on my end. I can’t afford that. Not that kind of loss. I have people to pay too, bills to pay, a wife to keep happy.” The thin man was pale, looked nervous; all for the wrong reasons. 

      Ringo lifted a hand and studied his fingernails. “You know how I do business. If you don’t like the way that I do business, then you are free to take yours somewhere else. There’s plenty of competition. You don’t need me.”

      “Ringo,” the man said, exasperated. “You know it takes time to build these networks. You have been my only one all these years. I can’t just go out and buy from someone else.”

      “Sure you can.”

      “Well, I can, but that doesn’t mean I can trust them.”

      “What makes you think you can still trust me? You insulted me in my own home.”

      Wally missed his point, kept talking. “Just keep a little coming my way. That’s all I ask.”

      A six-by-eight picture frame sat on the teakwood side table next to Wally. It held an image of Maximilien Robespierre, the French lawyer and politician. Ringo glanced at the picture and then looked out his window at his gardens. “Do you know why I respect Robespierre?” Ringo asked. 

      “Robespierre? The Italian guy?”

      “French.”

      “No. And I don’t know that I care.” 

      “He spent the first thirty years of his life as genial brother to his siblings, then a lawyer who defended the poor and often took cases pro-bono. He was a generous patriot to his country, entirely a self-made man. The French's equivalent to our Benjamin Franklin, although not quite as industrious. However, his final six years present us with a very different image of the man—one who would send political moderates and instigators to the guillotine faster than he could blink.” He looked at the picture and searched the Frenchman’s face. “A man who was gentle and good, but voracious and swift to punish what he saw to be evil and those who stood in the way of rational progress. He was a man of contradictions, and historians have sought to unravel them for over two hundred years now.” He took another sip off his glass. “I feel that tension in myself. We all have things about ourselves that we both love and hate. That which I would not do I find that I do.” 

      Wally failed to catch the biblical recitation, stood and paced nervously, his lips tight, his breathing labored like a dying cow. “As much as I appreciate the history lesson, Ringo, that doesn’t solve my problem.”

       “Wally, please sit down.”

      “What am I going to do?” He threw his hands out and ran them through his oily blonde hair.  

      “First, you did not just get a lesson in history. If you’re not familiar with Robespierre, that is no fault of my own. No, what I just gave you was a lesson in humanity, in anthropology. We’re all conflicted creatures, walking contradictions, betraying our own consciences. Wally, we are not in the drug business. We are in the people business. If you understand people, you can be very successful at this. Chewy over there is fond of quoting one of his favorite speakers: ‘You’ll get all you want in life if you help enough people get what they want.’ Do you see what I’m saying, Wally?”

      Wally scrunched his face. “What I see is that you are walking circles around what I wanted to come and talk with you about! First, you don’t listen at all, then you talk about something completely different!” 

      Ringo sighed. He didn’t sigh very often. Wally’s anxiety was making him feel on edge. He said, “With you it’s all about the money. Please don’t feel judged. I understand the allurement. But I’m trying to help you understand that the money comes when you put your focus on other things. In your case it would be helping me get what I want.”

      “God, Ringo! All this talk about Frenchmen, and helping others, and humanity. You should apply for a teaching position at the local college. You like to talk more than my mother-in-law at a Thanksgiving meal. All I have been trying to get you to do is hear me say how much I need the routes. But then you go all philosophical on me like you’re some sage in the mountains.”

      Andrés, standing off to the side with Chewy, huffed, mildly astounded at Wally’s inability to receive what Ringo had been trying to tell him. 

      Ringo stared at his guest, this time focusing right on him. “Wally, the routes go south. When it’s safer to go through you again, I will. I have been able to count on you for a long time now. That is hard to get in this business. Please do not take my decision as an indication that I don’t respect you or that I don’t care about your welfare. It is, as they say, just business.”

      Sweat had gathered along Wally’s brow. His fingers picked at the tips of his thumbs, and he continued pacing. He clenched his fists. “My girls go to Saint Mark’s. I’ll have to pull them and put them in public school. You are my only means of income, Ringo. God! I can’t believe I let it get to this!” 

      “If you have spent more than you saved, that’s not on me.”

      Wally started muttering to himself. Andrés didn’t like what he was seeing. It was like the man was about to have a nervous breakdown. He was muttering, shaking his head, clenching and unclenching his fists. “You can’t do this to me,” Wally said angrily. “I won’t let you.” And then, before anyone could do anything about it, Wally Wallace stepped over to the picture of Robespierre, picked it up, and turned around, hurling it at Ringo. 

      Ringo flinched, moved his arm across his chest to protect his body. A corner of the frame hit him in the wrist. But not just the wrist. It hit the watch on Ringo’s wrist. His gold watch. His most treasured possession.

      Andrés had known Ringo for six years now. The man was stable, calculated. Never a word spoken without intent, never an expression not designed to create a specific emotion in someone else. Andrés had never seen his boss angry. Irritated? Yes. Frustrated? Of course. 

      But this was new. 

      Ringo’s eyes hadn’t changed color from the pale greyish blue that they were. There was no flame coming out from his sockets and singing his eyebrows. And yet, they seemed to burn like two coals, like glowing tobacco off the tip of a newly lit cigar. 

      Ringo took in a deep breath, his chin rising. The exhale was silent. 

      Wally’s pupils were dilated, filled with a confused bewilderment, like a demon had just escaped his chest cavity and left him alone to deal with the consequences of an action that had  not been his. “Ringo...I━”

      Andrés slipped behind Wally and within two seconds had him in a figure-four choke: his right bicep touching Wally’s throat, his right hand grabbing his own bicep on his left arm, his left palm on the back of Wally’s head. 

      Wally struggled, tried to move, but was subdued. 

      Chewy removed his earbuds one at a time and placed them into the pocket of his trench coat. He walked to the side of the couch where the picture had clattered to a stop. He picked it up. The glass was gone. All that remained of it was a small fragment still nestled into the bottom right corner. The left side of the frame was split, the picture unharmed. He walked behind Andrés, gently set the picture back on the end table, and stared out the window, stared at the pool. 

      Wally tried to speak again, but Andrés increased the pressure around his neck, and he gave up. 

      Ringo unlatched his watch and, taking two fingers, slid it off his wrist. He turned it over and examined it. The glass was shattered. Only the Roman numerals for the one and the five were visible through it. The links, the case, and the lug all appeared to be unharmed. He stood up, delicately holding his watch as he might handle a baby bird with a broken wing. 

      He stood and walked up to Wally. Andrés pulled back on Wally’s neck so that he had to look his host in the eyes. Ringo came in close, stared hard into Wally’s eyes, and spoke slowly through clenched teeth. “Never set foot in my home again. Never call me again. And never, never think that you and I will do business together again. All routes in your direction are sealed. Forever.”

      Wally’s eyes revealed a desire to protest, but then his shoulders relaxed as he finally absorbed the gravity of his outburst. 

      “The only reason you will not go to the guillotine today is because of your children. Make no mistake, if you ever reach out to me or think that enough time has elapsed for my memory of this moment to mildew, your girls won’t need to attend school because there is no need for learning when you’re six feet under.”

      Wally blinked hard. To the degree that he was able, he nodded. Ringo walked out of the room, still examining his watch. Andrés kept his grip on Wally’s head and neck and forcefully led him out of the living room and up the step into the large foyer. Chewy opened the front door. He put up a hand, and Andrés stopped. Chewy leaned in to Wally’s ear. “You are a fool of fools. Ringo is very wise. If you would have listened to what he was telling you, you would have learned that he had no intention of leaving you out to dry. Now you are on your own. Consider yourself persona non grata.” Andrés let go of the thin man. Chewy curled a lip and pulled back. “How dare you disrespect him like that.” And then, like a flash of lightning, Chewy threw his head forward and connected the crown of his forehead with Wally’s. Wally went flying backwards ten feet, landing on the inlaid brick that made up the edge of the circular driveway. He groaned. 

      Andrés and Chewy walked back inside. Chewy shut the door behind them. As they walked past the circular staircase and back into the living room, Ringo walked out of his study and joined them.

      “I’m sorry, boss,” Chewy said. 

      “No need for apologies. Some don’t have ears to hear.” Ringo looked at his two trusted men, men who were like two sons he never had. “Nunez is gone, as you know. That is big for us. Something to be celebrated, for sure. But that means that we must become more discerning than ever.”

      They nodded.

      “Keep an eye on Wally. He’ll begin working with our competitors. I want to know who and how. If you have even a hint that he is starting to talk about me, then you know what to do.” He pulled a set of keys from his pocket. “I have to leave. Keep things steady. I’ll see you both in a couple of weeks.”  

      “Yes, of course, Jefe.” Andrés dipped his head in acquiescence and smiled to himself as he walked back down the hall. Wally was driving his bruised body away thinking that Ringo was being merciful. But that was not the trait Ringo had expressed. Ringo was not being merciful. 

      He was being strategic.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Forty-One

          

        

      

    

    
      Ellie’s knees pressed into the soft soil near her front porch. She pushed the spade down and brought the handle around. Grabbing at a cluster of wilted geranium stems, she pulled it from the soil and tossed it to the side. She didn’t have a garden per se, but Ellie loved gardening. Maybe it was the serenity of it, or the sense that you were cultivating life and beauty—she wasn’t sure. She did know that she wasn’t very good at it. But, as with anything, one had to start somewhere, and this small, three-by-eight area before her front porch was the place to do it. 

      Citrus was laid out in the shade of a heliconia, topping off an internal fuel tank that would give him enough energy to run to Bokeelia and back, should he so desire. 

      Ellie reached for the plastic crate of yellow marigolds. Plucking out two plants, she set them before her and started scooping out a couple small holes to place them in. 

      The front door was ajar, and she heard her work phone ringing from the kitchen counter. Citrus’s ears perked, and his head rose up like someone had called him for dinner. Ellie stood up and, since she wasn’t wearing any gardening gloves, brushed her hands together and rubbed them on her jean shorts. She went inside and grabbed up the phone. 

      “Hi, Mark.”

      “Ellie. Hey. Got a second?”

      “Sure.”

      “So the lab results came back comparing the trace chemicals of the cocaine found around Adam Stark’s body and that of the plane crash and the stash house.”

      Ellie waited, nearly holding her breath. 

      “The last two match, the ones from the plane and the house.”

      Ellie knew what that meant. Mark went ahead and said it out loud. “That means that there is a very good chance that all these guys we just cuffed had nothing to with that boy’s death. These samples aren’t even close to what was found near Adam, which was the purest stuff we’ve seen in a long time. The stuff on the plane and what we found at the house is decent, but not nearly as pure as the other. It’s all cocaine, but the chemical makeup is tainted with far too many additives to be from the same source. Unless Nunez was bringing two very different suppliers into the area, which is highly unlikely, it doesn’t look like we’ve got Adam’s murderer anywhere in the bunch.”

      Silence ensued. As much as Ellie wanted to clean up her community, she wanted to get Adam’s killers more. Their victory with Nunez and Deneford was to be short-lived.

      “You still there?”

      “Yeah,” she said. “I am.” 

      “I’m sorry,” he said. “We’re going to find them, Ellie.” 

      “I know.”

      “The good news is that now we know who to look for.”

      “How so?” Ellie started making her way back to the front yard. 

      “Well, we know who not to look for, I guess. As far as I’m concerned, Sebastián Zamaco isn’t doing much around here. I haven’t heard his name once since I started sniffing around. But Ringo? Whoever he is he’s eating other people’s lunches. We have a lot more to work with now than when we started, and we know that whoever this Ringo guy is he’s out there. Somewhere.” 

      “It has to be Ringo,” Ellie agreed, “whoever he is. His name keeps coming up, and he definitely has enough influence to execute a Manuel Saucedo on a whim.”

      Two young boys darted past her house on their bikes, pedaling furiously, racing each other, laughing. Ellie sadly watched them as they turned and disappeared down Fourth Avenue. 

      “We'll get them, Ellie. We’ll get them together. I promise.”

      Ellie set her jaw. “Yeah. We certainly will.”

      
        
        _______________

      

      

      The walls were painted a thin, soft green that looked as if too much white had been added to a bright mint. The place was depressing enough, but the muted color only accentuated the sensation. The cell’s bars were a dark brown, chipped all over, showing a lighter primer underneath. The concrete floor was shiny from wear near the stainless steel raised table that acted as a bed.

      Trigg Deneford sat in his wheelchair, staring at the bars, fighting back the only thing he had left. 

      Anger. 

      The events of the last couple days had not shaken out as he would have intended. Two of his business partners had been taken out of commission; Nunez dead, Cardoza arrested. The network he had worked to establish had been taken down by a stunningly beautiful DEA agent. His face curled into a scowl as he thought of Shirley Dunham, as he reflected on how the agent impersonating her had pulled off the deception. He’d been blinded by the opportunity and her charm. Shirley Dunham was radiant, and that a woman of her charisma and caliber was involved in moving drugs had infected his eyes with myopia. It was the first time it had ever happened to him. It would be the last. 

      He didn’t know the agent's real name, the one behind Shirley Dunham. He would find out soon enough. He felt like a fool. He placed his large hands on the bars and curled his fingers around them until the tops of his knuckles turned white. Anger radiated from his large chest, warmed his abdomen, and moved down his legs. He let go of the bars and turned his chair around. With a sharp pain in his thigh from where he had been stabbed, he put his weight on his good leg and leaned down to the floor. He placed his hands on the dirty concrete and did what he did every time he was filled with rage. Push-ups. Slowly at first, so the muscles would tighten faster and the burn began sooner. Then faster, in perfect form. He was at three hundred and sixty-two when footsteps echoed along the terrace outside his cell. They stopped in front of the bars, and the guard said nothing while he watched the prisoner exercise. Deneford stopped at four hundred and painfully maneuvered back into the wheelchair. 

      “There’s a phone call for you. Please place your hands through the bars.” 

      Deneford complied and, after he was cuffed, was wheeled down two long corridors and into a small room with no windows, a table, a single chair, and a payphone. The receiver was off the hook, dangling toward the painted floor. 

      “Take your time,” the guard said. He stepped out and shut the door. 

      Deneford wheeled himself over to the phone and set it to his ear. He said, “Took you long enough.”

      A Russian voice came over the line. “How are you?”

      “Been better. You getting me out of here or what? It’s been two days.” 

      “You will hang up with me and will be escorted out to the front. A bag with fresh clothes, personal items, and further instructions was delivered twenty minutes ago. The bag has a lock. The combination is the month, day, year that we met. Good?”

      “Good.”

      “We will talk in a few days. The bag contains a phone. Keep it on and follow the instructions to the letter.” The line was silent for a few seconds. “It was you who shot Nunez?”

      Deneford sighed. “Yes. It was an accident.”

      “I thought you had better training than that.” And before Deneford could respond, he added, “No matter. Men like him are replaceable. We will regroup and get you back in action. I liked the Hawkwing angle. That is disappointing.” 

      “Yeah, well.” Deneford set the phone back on its cradle and sighed again. A heavy metal door—also painted that disgusting, insipid green—opened behind him. A different guard stepped in and held the door open. 

      “Follow me to the front, please.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Forty-Two

          

        

      

    

    
      The Salty Mangrove was quiet. A cool breeze drifted off the southern waters of Pine Island Sound, stirring the late afternoon heat off the boardwalk. For now, Major had turned off the television above the bar, and the only sounds were a cluster of seagulls squabbling near the marina and the melodic lines of the Beatles, Major’s favorite band, coming from the bar’s speakers. Only Ellie, the Wangs, and Major were present. It would be another couple hours before the island’s louder and liquored nightlife kicked into gear. 

      Major picked up a beer glass and started to dry it. His meaty hands ran the cloth inside and outside the glass like an expert dishwasher. “I read in the paper this morning about Norman Hardy up in Venice. Something connected to a big drug bust.” He smiled at Ellie like he was trying to butter her up for an answer. “You have anything to do with that?” With the exception of what she had disclosed to Tyler the other day, Ellie had made it a point not to discuss her work with anyone outside of the DEA. No one generally asked for details, understanding the invisible lines that were drawn due to the nature of the work. 

      “Warren,” Gloria chided, “don’t go poking your nose around now. It’s none of our business.”

      Fu shook his head violently, put out his hand toward Ellie, and then nodded. 

      “You want to know too, don’t you?” Gloria asked him. 

      “Yes. Yes,” he said with excited eyes. 

      “I swear, you two men are just a couple of waterfront gossips.”

      “It’s all right.” Ellie did all she could to stifle a laugh. “I did have something to do with it. Yesterday was a good day for our office, and I’ll leave it at that.”     

      Fu slid his lowball glass forward a few inches and nodded toward Major. Major grabbed the bottle of Wild Palm golden rum, set the nozzle over the glass, and tipped it all the way up. A small amount of amber liquid splashed into the glass and quickly became a dribble. “That, my good Fu, is the last of the Wild Palm rum. I’m all out.” He set the bottle down and slid the glass back to his most faithful customer. 

      Fu nodded his thanks and swirled the remaining ice around with his finger. 

      “That’s some of the best rum I’ve ever had,” Gloria said. 

      “I got a case of it a few weeks ago,” Major said. “Picked it up from Kyle myself. Looks like I need to swing by and grab some more.” He turned his attention back toward his niece. “Well, good job on getting Norman Hardy. I didn’t know the man, but with all the rumors about drugs running through here we common folk need to hear some good news about it every now and then. If he had anything to do with that plane hitting my pier, I might have to go see him during visiting hours.” His brows lowered, so did his voice. “You ever hear anything about Pete Wellington?” 

      Ellie’s lips tightened. She shook her head.

      “Yeah. Didn’t think so. I miss that man. I still haven’t rented out his slip. Don’t know that I will either. Somehow that slip will always be his.”

      Gloria readjusted the top of her swimsuit and said, “He used to sit right where you are, Ellie, and tell me where and when you could find the best fish; snapper, redfish, ladyfish, tarpon, flounder. He knew the best spots for the exact fish.”

      “I remember.”

      “I mean, I never go fishing. Everytime I try it, my line gets tangled up like a ball of yarn, and it stresses me out. But if I ever do,” she tapped her head, “it’s all up there.”

      Major set the last of the dry glasses down and chuckled. “Gloria, fishing doesn’t cause stress. Stress is caused by not fishing enough.” He nodded toward the wooden sign hanging on the left side of the bar that said, ‘A bad day of fishing is better than a good day at work.’

      “Well, maybe one day I’ll get out there and try it again.”

      Ellie huffed. “That’s more than I can say for Tyler. I can’t even get him out on the water. Ridiculous.” 

      Major tossed the dishrag on the bar and grabbed a beer from the refrigerator behind him. He popped the top and took a long swig. “Got any plans tonight, kiddo? I can get Ralphie to make us some ceviche. I know the owner here, so I can reserve any table inside or outside that you like.”

      She smiled. “I would like that, but I promised dinner with Tyler in Fort Myers. I have to leave in a second to head home and get ready. You wanna join us?”

      “Nah. Thanks. So what’s going on with you two anyway? Dating?”

      “Nope.”

      “Okay. If you say so. Oh, here.” Major reached underneath the lip of the bar, took out a cigar box, and handed it to her. “If you’re going off the island, I need this repaired. You know where Haskell’s is, right?”

      “Yeah, sure.” Haskell’s was literally a shop from a time long past. It was a clock shop, and Fred Haskell had been there repairing timepieces and wall clocks for the last fifty years. His hands shook now, but he still went in three days a week. It didn’t make much sense to go in more than that, even if his hands were those of a forty year old. His business was going the way of a Spanish Galleon, fading against the technological onslaughts of the ubiquitous smartphone, Apple Watch, and all things digital.  

      “Drop it off with Fred if you don’t mind. I’ve already called him about it. He should still be there if you get it to him in the next hour.”

      Ellie nodded and opened the box. She frowned as she looked at the contents. “You sure? I don’t think I’ve ever seen you without this.” She looked up. “Come to think of it, you look about naked without it.”

      “Well, I don’t look all that bad naked,” he grinned.

      “Annnnd that’s my cue,” she said, getting off the barstool. “See you later.”

      “Careful with it.”

        Once she was behind the wheel of the El Camino, she set the box on the passenger seat, right next to the thank you card from Gina Stark. She slipped the key into the ignition and turned it just enough to roll down the windows. She stared out the windshield and across the waters of the canal. She closed her eyes and saw what had filled her vision for weeks now. Brown hair, combed to the right. The meek smile and the obvious dimple. A boy who would never again play football, who would never get his driver's license and would never get married. His parents wouldn’t laugh with him again. His baby sister would not know him. His entire future, murdered along with him. She grabbed the steering wheel with both hands and squeezed until the blood evacuated her knuckles. A cool, shallow breeze drifted off the water and swirled inside, as if giving her a gentle warning of an approaching storm. She sucked in a long, deep breath and then let it go. 

      Ellie leaned in and turned the key. The engine roared up as she reached over and buckled herself in. She paused and looked over at the cigar box. She picked it up. Arturo Fuente Opus X. She smiled. That was his brand. She lifted the lid and saw it lying like a brilliant egg on a bed of white cotton cloth. The gold links were polished and looking as new as the day he got it. She could never remember a time he wasn’t wearing this. Not ever. Major trusting Ellie to get it to Fred was no light matter. He put it in her care because she alone knew what it meant to him. The watch might as well be the child he never had. It had been a gift from her father so many years ago. 

      Ellie reached into the box and gently picked up the watch. The glass face was shattered, and she couldn’t see anything behind it except for the Roman numerals for the one and the five. “How in the world did you do that?” she muttered out loud. She smiled and shook her head, returning the watch to the box before setting it back on the seat. 

      Ellie pulled out of the crushed shell parking lot and drove north up Stringfellow Road. She was going to get those bastards. Whoever it was that was responsible for the death of young Adam Stark. 

      She was going to get them if it meant searching for the rest of her life. 
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        Adoni-Bezek fled, but they chased him and caught

        him, and cut off his thumbs and big toes.

        Judges 1:6

      

        

      
        “There is a tide in the affairs of men…”

        Shakespeare 

      

      

      On the rained-out end of a hot and humid August day in Southwest Florida, out of a dilapidated trailer park whose only appeal in the community had once been a thriving rose garden at its entrance, an old lady driving a run down Oldsmobile with no air conditioning stopped at the Red Rover convenience store and walked in to purchase a banana Moon Pie. 

      She stood at the worn and scratched formica counter for a couple minutes waiting for the attendant to appear, called twice, and finally, after a mutter of frustration and a last look around, slapped two crinkled dollar bills on the counter and walked out with her treat. 

      She stopped where her car had been. She looked around and then turned back to stare into the empty space. This was where she had parked. Last week, she had forgotten where she had placed her television remote. Her granddaughter found it the next day in the freezer. And the week before that, she had misplaced her eyeglasses. Those, as it turned out, were sitting right where she always kept them, on her nightstand. Also found by her granddaughter. But the car? She had just driven out here. This was where she had parked. And now she was staring at a cracked, sunbleached parking space with a large oil slick in the center and a crushed styrofoam cup straddling the faded line. 

      Her Oldsmobile was gone. 

      
        
        ____________

      

      

      The building had a fresh coat of paint, a bright orange that would sear your eyeballs if you were staring at it in midday without sunglasses, the color matching the furious palette selected for nearly every other clapboard building on Matlacha: cornea-melting blues, purples, yellows, and greens. 

      Ellie O’Conner walked up the two front steps, opened the door, and was hit with a refreshing blast of air conditioning when she stepped in. The gallery was small, no more than four hundred square feet, and quiet. Easels stood on unstained pine floors, and coastal paintings of all sizes clung to the walls. Shelves dotted the floor space, showcasing jewelry, postcards, and ceramic figures of local wildlife: manatees, dolphins, fish, and pelicans. 

      The space belonged to Jean Oglesby, a local artist who had a cult following of sorts, composed of people from nearly every zip code in the state and many from abroad. She was an exhibitionist painter who couldn’t produce originals fast enough. Tourists would come just to visit her shop and take home something that would remind them of the old charms of Florida's southwest Gulf Coast and slow living.  

      Jean had been Ellie’s fifth grade art teacher, and it turned out that, at least in Ellie’s situation, Jean was a much better artist than a teacher. Ellie still couldn’t draw a half-decent stick figure and had no idea how to go about doing otherwise. When it came to artistic expression, Ellie had failed to advance beyond the unmodulated doodles of a recently weaned toddler. 

      The gallery’s back door was open, and the faint smell of cigarette smoke lingered inside. Ellie walked to the rear and stepped out onto the decked porch that looked out over the waters of Matlacha Pass. 

      Jean was leaning over the railing with a Virginia Slim tucked between her skilled fingers. She was slender and tall—a half inch short of six feet—and wore a white bohemian skirt and a multi-colored tank top of her own design. Her long, graying hair was pulled back into a loose ponytail and ended just above her tailbone.

      “Hello, Jean.”

      The older lady’s body jerked, and she straightened. Cigarette ash drifted to the wooden deck. “Ellie! Good Lord in heaven, you just about scared me off into the water, hon.”

      Ellie smiled. “You should put up a chime in the shop so you don’t have an early heart attack. Sorry to have scared you.”

      Jean waved her off. “Don’t worry about it.” She drew down on her cigarette, and the tip glowed a hot orange before it darkened against the release. She blew out a hazy line of smoke. “That’s not a bad idea about the chime. Haley Perkins mentioned the same thing to me the other day. I think I may have a simple setting I can program into the alarm system.” She looked at Ellie through clear lenses set into bright pink cat eye frames that had a small nameplate embedded near the earpiece. It read Tom Ford. Her eyeshadow matched the color of her building, except the orange over her eyelids was infused with a metallic glint that made her eyes look otherworldly, alien even, especially when she blinked. Flamboyant was the best word to describe Jean Oglesby’s style, but it was all built upon a stunning ability to capture the essence of the indigenous plant and wildlife she saw around her. 

      “You’re alone here today? Where’s the help?” Ellie asked. 

      “Carol’s mother is sick, and I told Clayton to take the day off. He was aching to go fishing. I don’t mind. What brings you in?”

      “Major’s birthday is coming up. He’s turning sixty-two, and I want to get him a painting. He loves your stuff, you know.” Major was Ellie’s uncle—by relationship, not by blood—and along with being one of the most well-liked and well-known patriarchs of the local community, Warren Hall happened to own the most frequented bar on Pine Island, The Salty Mangrove, located at the southern tip of the island. 

      “Don’t I know it. He finds his way in here to look around every couple of months. What do you have in mind?” She took in another hit of nicotine. Her hand was shaking.

      “Jean, are you all right?” 

      Jean followed Ellie’s gaze to her trembling hand and quickly brought it down to her side. “Oh, fine. Just a little bit of a nervous tick.” 

      Ellie eyed her. “What’s going on?”

      “Just family stuff. I don’t want to concern you with it.” She stuck the cigarette back in her mouth and sucked in more smoke.  

      “Jean.” Ellie’s tone sounded like a mother warning her child not to play in the mud. “Out with it. What family stuff?”

      When the artist turned to look at Ellie, her eyes were rimmed with concerned tears. “It’s Ronnie, my boy. I haven’t heard from him in a couple weeks. He calls me every Friday at lunch, you know. Has for years. It’s been two weeks, and I haven’t heard a peep or a tweet.”

      “What do you think is wrong?”

      Jean huffed. “He’s been involved with the wrong crowd, that much I know. He got in with some group a while back, and he seems to think of them as family. I don’t know what they are really: a gang or a cult. But they all follow the teachings of this old man who was always talking about national pride and the ‘Real America,’ whatever that means. I never could understand Ronnie when he tried to explain it to me.” Jean shook her head. “I feel like a terrible mother, not taking the time to understand.” 

      “Jean, you’re not a terrible mother. Ronnie, he’s my age, isn’t he? Mid-thirties?”

      “Sure.”

      “He’s a grown man. You can’t beat yourself up for him going with the wrong crowd.” 

      “I don’t know, Ellie. It’s more than just that. He has this friend who had been selling marijuana for some time and Ronnie got involved too, there for a while. Ronnie told me he got out of the whole drug thing a while back, but now he’s acting strange again.” She paused. “I know this all makes him sound bad—he really is a good man, you know.” 

      “I’m sure he is, Jean.”

      “He just never did have any great role models. He grew up with his father in Ohio, and he was the one with all the money at the time. He and I divorced when Ronnie was little, you know. He’s still this big-shot lawyer up there in Cincinnati. He won full custody, and I lost my boy, but he never spent any decent time with Ronnie. Was always too busy in his office or his wood shop. I’ve done what I can over the years to be there for him and love him, but a mother’s love still can’t fully compensate for that of an absent father.”

      “Jean, no one can predict what kind of choices kids will make when they grow up. Do you know where he is now?”

      “No. He moves around so much.” Jean stabbed her cigarette into a palm-shaped ashtray. “I’m so sorry, hon. This is not why you came in here. You want to go in and pick out something for Warren?”

      “Sure, let’s go see what you’ve got.” They walked back in, and Jean shut the door behind her. Ellie slowly walked the shop, gazing at the handbags, shirts, dresses, watches, earrings, and men’s neckties that all bore Jean’s art. She walked along the wall and stopped at a three-by-four foot painting of the Norma Jean pier, looking strong, sturdy, and a little weathered as it had before the airplane crashed into it over a month ago. 

      “Jean, this is great. Is this the original?”

      “Yes, it is. Painted it just two weeks ago.”

      Ellie looked at the price tag and almost cringed. “Has Major seen this?”

      “I don’t think so. He hasn’t been through here for a perusal in over a month, I suppose. Harvey came in and scanned it last week, so I should have prints and trinkets with that image in the next few days.”  

      “He still has your Ancient Shrimp Trawler hanging over his living room fireplace. He’ll love this one.” Ellie reached up to take it off the wall and winced. She brought her elbows down a few inches to relieve the pain before trying again. Three weeks ago she had been repeatedly punched in the ribs by an ex-Navy SEAL intent on not being arrested for drug trafficking. Ellie had won out with a little help from her butterfly knife, but her ribs still had a couple weeks of healing before they were back to normal, pre-punch conditions.  

      “Are you okay?” Jean asked. 

      Ellie smiled across the fading pain. “Just a little sore.”

      “I’m getting a bunion removed tomorrow,” Jean said. “I hear that recovery isn’t all sunshine either. Would you like to get it? The painting?”

      Ellie disregarded the price and nodded. “He will love this.”

      “Then here, let me grab it.” Jean stepped in and lifted the frame off the wall, then walked over to the checkout counter. She gently laid it down and wrapped it in bubble wrap. “You get the favorite person’s discount. Forty percent off.”

      “Oh Jean, you don’t have─”

      “I know I don’t, but I want to.”

      “Thank you, friend.” She swiped her credit card in the card reader. Jean handed her the receipt and then the painting. The ladies walked in tandem toward the front door. When she had come in, Ellie had missed the small table set up against the wall. “Are you hosting a book signing this weekend?”

      “I am. Artie Kaepernick just came out with his Pine Island Cookbook. I told him he could put his stuff out, shake hands with the incoming, and see if he can move anything. I hope he does. Anyone who hasn’t tried his Key lime grilled chicken is really missing out.”

      “If I don’t make it in, grab one for me, will you? I’ll pay you for it when I see you next.” It had been Artie who had once suggested to Ellie that a requiem should be held, a dirge sung for the old Florida country that had, over the last couple of decades, been dissolved throughout the state by commercialization, fanfare, and tourism. But such a mournful song would not be sung here. Matlacha and its neighboring communities of Saint James City, Pine Island Center, Pineland, and Bokeelia all congealed to make up the laid back and naturally rural culture of the greater Pine Island area that was cherished for its serenity, ample mangrove-fringed coastline, and abundant fishing. It was Florida’s version of Mayberry, and tourists came back year after year to sit on bar stools and fish off docks with locals who always made you feel like you were a part of the family. 

      “Of course,” Jean said. “That will mean a lot to Artie. I’m glad you came in, Ellie. Always good to chat with you, hon.” 

      “You let me know if you don’t hear from Ronnie and if I can do anything to help.”

      Jean nodded. “I will.”
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      The Oldsmobile ran out of gas five miles back. He couldn’t understand it. The gauge said it was just over half full. Maybe it was the gas pump. He didn’t know, and after three minutes of trying to turn over the engine and slapping and cursing at the dash, he gave up, got out, and put his soles to the steaming asphalt shoulder. 

      What he didn’t know was that, had he simply asked the old lady back at the convenience store for a ride, she would have obliged him and asked where he needed to go. When he answered “Arcadia,” she would have scrunched her face, thought about it, and said, “That’s over thirty miles away, but I suppose I could manage. Don’t have nothin’ better to do.” Then at some point during the drive, she would have commented that her gauge was on the fritz and never went below the halfway mark and that she should probably stop off at the Sunoco on their way up there. 

      But that’s not what happened. He had stolen the car and never did see the pocket notebook on the passenger seat with her large, messy scratchings that kept track of her mileage. Even if he had noticed, he wouldn’t have guessed what it was for. Maybe tax purposes. Maybe the old lady had a little business where she made quilts or crocheted potholders or sold organic seeds. But then he wouldn't have really cared.

       His hands were balled into fists as he walked, not from anger but from fear. He was tired of feeling them shake, so he curled his fingers tightly into his palms like a turtle into its shell. Every time he heard the far off drone of a car coming up the highway behind him, his throat thickened and his stomach curled and he would turn to make sure they weren’t slowing down for him. Surely they couldn’t find him out here? He had taken the back roads, and they didn’t know where he lived. At least, he was pretty sure they didn’t. 

      So he walked for an hour while the sun beat down on his denim jacket and his feet sweltered in his black combat boots. He mumbled to himself as he tried to process what had happened. There was no way they would think he wasn’t a part of it. He shouldn’t have run out like that. But now he had fled, and there would be no doubt. He couldn’t go back. He had stolen that car, and the cops would be looking for him.  

      He threw a nervous glance over his shoulder to look for any police cruisers down the road. But what he saw instead was everything he’d seen in his waking nightmare this last hour. He saw what he hoped would never materialize into reality: an orange Mustang a half mile behind him. And it was coming toward him at a crawl, moving more and more onto the shoulder. That was the moment his loins turned to water, and along the back of his spine and up into his teeth he felt a rush of cold blood. He turned his whole body around so he could keep an eye on the car and continued walking backwards. The car was coming faster now, its supercharged engine beginning to growl. Squinting, he could make out two figures through the windshield. One large, one larger. Grown men weren’t supposed to wet their pants. Not unless the switch at the end of the green mile was about to be thrown and you were strapped in, about to ride the lightning. But maybe he was. Maybe this was his green mile. He swallowed hard and then shot quickly toward his left, his feet leaving the asphalt and running down the grassy slope off the road as he bolted for the tree line. 

      The Mustang screeched to a stop on the shoulder. A door clicked open, and one of the men called out to him. He knew that jesting voice. Oh boy, did he know that voice.

      He ran faster.

      A gun discharged near the road, and the bullet smashed into the cypress tree directly to his right, sending flecks of angry wood into his cheeks and eyes. He ducked and entered the cover of the tree line. 

      And there was that voice again, that voice that made him want his mommy and wish that he had driven that Oldsmobile south instead of north, east instead of north, anything but north. His heart was drumming into his ears now, and he struggled on, criss-crossing trees like a mad spider until the moment the toe of his boot snagged an exposed tree root and sent him tumbling forward. When he landed his cheek fell onto a small rock which gouged him beneath an eye. Ordinarily, he would have felt an extreme amount of pain, but as it was, adrenaline was entering his veins faster than a post-surgery morphine drip, and he scrambled back to his feet and kept running. 

      They were both coming now. He could hear them calling for him, wooing him back in that sarcastic way that they had. 

      More gunshots, more woods chips in his face. 

      His lungs were burning now, coated with liquid fire, but he didn’t notice so much because all of a sudden his feet sloshed into stagnant water, and with every step his boots stuck a little harder, a little longer. Water reflected the broken sunlight at the base of the trees and told him he was heading into moderate swampland. 

      The water was now above his ankles. There would be alligators in here. Lots of them, he knew, their hooded eyes protruding from the black water, waiting patiently for some unsuspecting creature to slip on by. And yet, strangely enough, this knowledge did not induce fear.

      It didn’t even bother him. 

      He would rather take his chances with the alligators in front of him than the crocodiles behind him.
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      Andrés Salamanca scrolled down the web page, browsing images of surfboards as they passed, musing to himself over color and size, wondering what beach on the eastern coast of the state he should choose and whether or not he might end up being any good. He had never surfed, and the Internet said that a beginner board for a man his size should be at least six inches longer than a board for someone who actually knew what they were doing. He could rent one, but he preferred to purchase one instead. He had no hobbies of his own. Ringo had his books, his boats, and his businesses. Chewy, his tall, hairy coworker, had his motivational talks and liked to go on long walks on nature trails.  

       There was another shipment coming in from Mexico this weekend. Now that their biggest competition was out of the way, business was really ramping up. Once things settled down and new systems and structures were put in place to accommodate the growth, Andrés would take a vacation and go surfing. Take one, Ringo had urged. You never take any time off. And that was when, for the first time since he was a teenager and Maria Ortiz kissed him underneath the mesquite tree in his uncle's backyard, Andrés felt a tingle of excitement. 

      He had grown up on the dirty, blood-stained streets of Ciudad Juárez, where the only wave to be ridden was a cocaine-induced high or the thick blood lust that hit you the first few times you entered a strip club. Andrés never had tried the stuff he sold. He, like Ringo, knew a good business when he saw one. But in Andrés’s estimation, trying your product while selling it seemed, to him, much like farming piranhas and deciding one day to take a swim in the pond. 

      He thought briefly of his former associate, Scotch. How he had broken one of Ringo’s rules, nominating himself to be a taste tester of their cocaine, and how he had subsequently met his fate with a twenty-foot python in a sealed room not fifty feet from where Andrés now sat. 

      Andrés’s phone was sitting on the desktop next to the mousepad. It rang. He scrolled past a few more surfboards and answered without looking at who was calling.  

      “Is he there?” the caller asked.

      “Yes.” Andrés stood and walked to the end of the main hallway and into Ringo’s office. The room was lined with built-in bookcases fifteen feet high. The higher shelves had to be accessed via a rolling ladder. All the books were hardback, clothbound. Classics of history, philosophy, and fiction from the Romantic and Victorian era, all of them a gift to Ringo from Andrés’s former employer, Ángeles Negros, the Mexican cartel that was the single supplier of Ringo’s cocaine. 

      He walked across a thick Oriental area rug woven in a pattern of two dragons facing off. Two dark leather couches sat in the center of the room, a large mahogany desk near the far window that looked down on the perfectly manicured lawn that terminated at the Caloosahatchee River beyond. Ringo sat behind the desk, leaned over, examining satellite photos of the area. 

      Andrés stepped close and remained silent. Ringo finally looked up from the photos, took note of the phone in Andrés’s hand, and nodded. Ringo had a policy not to personally talk over the phone. He didn’t trust encryption and masking. The best way to keep a long-standing anonymity was to simply keep your voice off the airways. He paid others enough so that they were willing to do it themselves. Andrés punched the speaker button on the cell phone. “Okay,” he said, and handed it to his boss.  

      “We’re all set,” Aldrich said. “Five hundred is scheduled and will run into the Alcove and the Cave.” Ringo understood the code. He had conceived it himself. Alcove was Georgia; Cave, Virginia. “Now that Nunez is gone, we can fill his empty routes. Make sure you keep them stocked. I’ll do what I can to keep eyes elsewhere.” Silence, and then, “I heard that our newest associate is running guns now? I thought we had a mutual understanding?”

      Ringo muted the phone and spoke to Andrés. “We do. I’ll be dealing with him soon enough. I may want your help with that.” Andrés took it off mute, put it on speaker, said, “We do. I’ll be dealing with him soon enough. I may want your help with that.”

      “Fine.” A pause, and then, “We need to be very careful about the Manatee.”

      Again, Ringo put the call on mute. “I’m fully aware of that. I never liked doing business with the Manatee from the beginning. That was your idea, if you recall. I suggest you’re the one who remains careful.” Andrés repeated the words into the phone. 

      “Yeah, I know. I’ll be in touch.” The call ended. Andrés slid the phone into his pocket. “What are those?” he asked, observing the photos. 

      “I’m scouting new delivery locations.” He chose two of the large photos and handed them to Andrés. “I’ve circled three areas on there. You and Chewy go check them out. I think they’ll be good. I want us more sure than ever on exit points, not just receiving.”

      “Okay, Jefe.” He scanned the images. “These are south?” 

      “Yes.”

      “Okay.” He looked up, looked like he had something on his mind.

      “What is it?” Ringo asked. 

      “There remains the issue about César. Are you going to provide him a date you can meet again? His man called me again this morning.”

      Ringo smiled. It was a crooked, sinister smile. He removed his white fedora, the one with the black band, and set it on the edge of the desk. He ran a hand over his buzzed and graying auburn hair. Then he sighed. “I believe it was Chaucer who said that patience is a conquering virtue. What do you think about that?”

      Andrés typically demurred with questions like this. He wasn’t intelligent like Ringo. He wasn’t smart like Chewy. But it wasn’t his boss’s intention to shame him when he asked such things. It was Ringo’s way of communicating his philosophy, and it was his meticulous philosophy that helped him build a localized drug empire that almost no one knew existed. 

      It was how he lived two very different lives. 

      Andrés gazed through the window at a palm and considered the quote. “Jefe, I think that it might mean that it is good to be patient.” He thought some more. “That maybe the patient man is stronger than the man who is not?”

      Ringo nodded, satisfied. “Yes. Precisely. César is too eager. His existing influence, given to him by the cartel, makes him feel powerful. I suppose it should. But the irony is that in his power he has become impatient and overzealous and because of that, less powerful. Impatient men make mistakes, Andrés. I don’t like working with people who make mistakes. That’s why I’m still here, and men like Mateo Nunez are not.”

      “What would you like me to tell him? That you won’t meet with him?” Andrés had spent most of his life in Mexico working for César’s people, for Ángeles Negros, Mexico’s most ruthless and, arguably, most successful cartel. Only three years prior had César recommended that Andrés go and work for Ringo. And so he had. It was the best decision Andrés had ever made. Ringo had been good to him. Very good. And Andrés, no longer doing maritime runs across the Gulf, was able to keep a low profile and live somewhat of a normal life. But he knew that the leaders of the cartel were not the kind of men that you blew off or promised to get back to. Always genial on the surface, they turned you into minced meat—literally—if they sniffed you undermining them, taking your business elsewhere, or simply disrespecting them. They were of the most feared men in their industry, marble tombs spread over lavish Mexican acres a sober testament to it. 

      “No. Don’t tell him that I won’t meet with him,” Ringo replied. “I will meet with him. But I’m not ready yet. This will be the third time in a year. In the past he has respected my prudence in only meeting face to face once each year and no more. In addition, the last time we met in Cuba he once again pushed me to move into something other than cocaine. I’m done.”

      “Done,” a surprised and intrigued Andrés repeated. “What do you mean?” he asked cautiously. 

      Ringo smiled and shuffled the remaining photos into a small stack. “You’ll see, my good man. In the meantime be...patient. I’m working on something. I’ll let you know soon. Send Chewy in, will you? I need him to run somewhere for me.”

      “Of course, Jefe.”
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      The parking lot had just gotten a fresh coat of paint, its deep black contrasting against bright white lines marking off each parking space. Ellie parked her Silverado in her usual spot at the far end of the lot and stepped out into the warm morning sun. Her appointment, five minutes from now, was with Garrett Cage, the Special Agent in Charge who headed up the DEA’s Fort Myers office and an old friend who went back to her high school days. Garrett had brought Ellie on with the agency three months ago, during which span Ellie had managed to bring down an elusive drug ring, doing so with brevity and style. Thereafter, Garrett had ordered her to take three weeks off, said it wasn’t a suggestion, and that between a couple bruised ribs and a successful bust she deserved it. Today they were meeting to discuss her next course of action. They had taken down Mateo Nunez’s organization, and that was something to be celebrated. But celebrations were hard to come by and quickly passed. They knew that, at a minimum, there remained at least one more local kingpin hovering unseen below the surface. Someone who they knew absolutely nothing about. 

      Ringo. 

      After scanning her badge on the front door’s card reader and getting through the metal detector, Ellie rode the elevator up to the fourth floor. She walked across a sea of cubicles and knocked on the glass door to Garrett's office. She didn’t see him behind his desk. Sandra, his receptionist, told her to go on in, that Garrett would return in a few minutes.  

      The glass door shut quietly behind her, and she walked in, stepping up to the wide window that overlooked Fort Myers. When Ellie left the CIA over nine months ago, she would never have imagined that she would end up back home working for a completely different agency. But these last three months with the DEA had been unexpectedly satisfying. Ellie was good at her directive and found, to her surprise, that she actually enjoyed it. She stepped away from the window and over to a wall filled with pictures, diplomas, and certifications. There was a picture of Garrett with several members of his FAST team on tour in Afghanistan five years ago. They were posing in their desert BDUs, eyes encased in sunglasses, helmets on, rifles in hand. Garrett had left FAST a year after the picture was taken and accepted a post at DEA headquarters in Springfield, Virginia, before being offered the helm at Fort Myers almost a year ago now. It was one of life’s ironies, she thought. During the four years that Ellie and Garrett had gone to high school together, the senior class had endowed Garrett with the unofficial title of being the most committed to smoking marijuana. As Garrett told it, a wake-up call had come soon after they graduated in the form of his favorite cousin dying of a heroin overdose, convincing Garrett to quit smoking posthaste, which he accomplished cold turkey. After being drug free for several years, his veins had been clean long enough for the Army to take him in, where he served four years before getting out and making a transition to the DEA. Still scanning the wall, Ellie took note of a framed photo of Garrett in a suit, standing next to the agency's Principal Deputy Administrator, Timothy Jackson. The men were looking into the camera, shaking hands. 

      Garrett had done well for himself over the years. For the time being he was at the helm of the Fort Myers district office, but Ellie expected him to continue climbing the ladder to the top. It wouldn't surprise her if he ended up in Virginia several years from now as a division chief. 

      The door whispered over the carpet as it opened. Garrett walked through. He was a handsome man with a strong forehead that didn’t detract from a well-defined face. He kept his jet black hair finger-combed to the side, and his blue eyes were bright and piercing, his eyebrows thick. Ellie saw him for a man who would age well, someone who would look distinguished well into his golden years. 

      She motioned to the picture of him in Afghanistan. “You ever miss being over there in the field?”  

      He glanced at the picture as he maneuvered around his desk. “I guess.” He gave a weak shrug as he sat down. “I haven’t told you much about my time over there. On one hand, yes, I loved it. Some of the best men and women I’ve ever had the opportunity of working with were over there. Some of them still are. But as you know, it’s all opium over there. Nearly a million acres in Afghanistan alone are seeded with the stuff, and it produces thousands of tons every year. We did good work over there, but it was especially difficult to make any sustainable progress. The DEA is trying to arrest the kingpins and destroy their stockpiles, the CIA is trying to buy them off so they can use them to rat others out, and other agencies have their own conflicting agendas. I got weary of all the competing objectives that tended to keep the wrong people high on the hog. Anyway,” he said. “Enough of that. How are you feeling?” 

      “Not bad. Still a little sore but nothing broken.” She took a seat.  

      “Good. That was a heck of a fight you were in.” He folded his hands on the desk and leaned into them. “So, are you ready to get back at it? Or do you want some more time?”

      “I wouldn't be here if I wasn't ready to go.”

      “And this is the same Ellie O’Conner that I couldn’t beg to join me at the first? Now you’re raring to get back out there?” He smiled.

      “My father trained me to expect success. We’ve had some, and now I want more.”

      “Well, your father was right.” He leaned back into his chair and flipped an ankle on top of a knee, clasped his hands. “So, this is your investigation. Since we got Nunez, I’ve been tied up with way more things than would interest you, so...what’s on your mind in terms of our next move?”

      She didn’t hesitate. “I want to go after Ringo.”

      Garrett frowned, nodded. “Ringo? You mean Casper the Ghost? I don’t think we have anything substantial on him, do we?”

      “No, we don’t. But that’s my job, isn’t it? We didn’t have anything substantial on Nunez until Mark and I started sniffing around. Ringo’s name keeps coming up. There must be something to it. On top of that, whoever called us and gave us the lead on the drug swap on Norman Hardy’s island—I think it was the competition trying to gain ground. I can’t help but think we made it easier for them to succeed.”

      Garrett drummed a set of fingers over his knee. “All right,” he finally said. “But I want you to keep me up to speed every step of the way. Anything you find out, every jot and tittle, I want to know about it. I’ve already got my higher ups breathing down my neck about having you on board without their authorization. They like what you did with Nunez, but I’m still on thin ice now that everyone down in Miami knows what I have you doing. When asked, I need to be able to tell them in real time what you’re seeing out there. Also, if you don’t find anything quickly, then I want you to move on to something that might furnish results a little faster. I hate to push you that way, but, as you know, that’s the world we inhabit around here.”

      Ellie nodded. “I got it. Did Mark ever get any interviews with the guys we arrested at the Ridgeside property?”

      “No, he didn’t. None of their lawyers will let them talk until a decent plea bargain is reached with the DA’s office. So that option is weeks away, if not months.” 

      “I figured as much. Any further word on where Trigg Deneford and Eric Cardoza slipped off to?” 

      That got a huff out of Garrett. Three weeks ago, less than two days after they arrested a couple men working the local drug scene, the men had disappeared. They had been locked up, and then were set free. “No idea,” he said. “I’ve put in calls to my superiors, and they’ve said it’s way outside my pay grade. Theirs too.”

      “Theirs too?” Ellie repeated, astounded. 

      “Yeah. Bizarre, isn’t it?” 

      “So two men who had a hand in bringing tons of cocaine into Lee County have been released from prison, and no one can tell us anything? Does that sound right to you?”

      “Of course not.” He turned his palms up. “But what am I supposed to do? I’ve been told to stay out. I’ve even had Glitch dig around through the networks, and he’s saying it's like Deneford and Cardoza never even existed. All he could find was the arrest record written by our own office.”  

      “No way.”

      “I’ve never seen anything like it. Whoever these guys were working for must be at the top of the food chain.”

      “And you’re not getting any more support from Miami after our bust?” Ellie asked.  

      “You would think so, but no. No, I’m not.”

      “Why? That just doesn’t make any sense.”

      “Look, because of what you and Mark did, our office got a nod from the top, but they’re standing firm on their MO for the year, and that’s focusing on Miami-Dade. Budget talks begin at the end of the year. You know how it is. If there isn’t a thick line item in the budget for it, then it has no philosophical or operational weight.” 

      “But we just did all this on a shoestring,” Ellie said. 

      “Don’t I know it. And it looks like that’s the way it’s going to have to stay for at least the next six to nine months. So for now, run your Ringo angle and anything else you think will get you somewhere. But, and I can’t stress this enough, keep me up to speed every step of the way. If I get questions, I need to have answers. I don’t want to hear that you’ve known or intuited something about Ringo without letting me in on it. Clear?” 

      Ellie stood. “All right. I’ll get with Mark, and we’ll figure out the best way to move forward.”

      Garrett said, “I won’t be in on Friday, but call me if you need anything. Angela’s coming into town tomorrow night. I got us tickets to go see Les Misérables up in Tampa this weekend.” Garrett’s wife spent most of her time in New York City. She had created a fashion line that was getting off the ground and came down to see her husband a couple weekends a month. Garrett had expressed a wavering hope that the tiring arrangement wouldn’t have to go on much longer. 

      “I should probably meet her one of these days. Don’t you think?” Ellie said. 

      “I do. Maybe next time she’s down we can have you over for dinner. You both would get along well, I think.” His desk phone rang. He grabbed it up, and Ellie stepped out.
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      The top step of the footstool jiggled a little, and Ellie grabbed a rafter to steady herself. She ducked and reached to the string of Christmas lights hanging across the inside ceiling of The Salty Mangrove’s tiki hut. A red bulb had blown and caused half the run of lights that followed to go out as well. Gloria and Fu Wang sat with their backs to the marina, he wearing shorts and a red polo, she stuffed into a black one-piece swimsuit that looked as if it had reached the manufacturer's limits on stretchability. 

      Ellie unscrewed the small bulb, replaced it with a fresh one, and the dark lights came to life, restoring the funky, tropical ambience that Major, the bar’s owner and Ellie’s uncle, liked to maintain around Pine Island’s favorite bar. Ellie stepped down and tossed the old bulb into the trash before putting the footstool away. “That’s much better,” Gloria said, looking up at the lights. Her husband nodded approvingly, leaned in, and mumbled something to her. She nodded, said, “I’ll ask. Ellie, what was the name of that champagne we all had at the ceremony last week? Fu liked it and wants to get a bottle to celebrate our anniversary next week.”

      “Your anniversary?” Ellie replied, stepping up to the sink behind the bar and filling a glass with ice. “How many years?” Fu and Gloria were as odd a couple as one would find. And yet, in some strange way, they seemed right for each other. They lived on a Gibson houseboat not two hundred feet from The Salty Mangrove—where they spent most of their passive income and drank enough alcohol each day to fuel a small jet. 

      “Six years,” Gloria beamed. “It still feels like we’re on our honeymoon.” 

      “Congratulations, you guys.” Ellie held her glass under the spout, filled it with water, and squeezed a lime wedge into it. “As for the champagne, I don’t remember what it was. I can text Major and ask him.” 

      Last week, after completing repairs on the Norma Jean pier, Major had held a rechristening ceremony. Council members, local business owners, members of the Rotary and Lions Clubs, and a couple hundred other people from around the island had come for a quick celebration. Six weeks prior, a small amphibian airplane carrying nearly a ton of cocaine had crashed into the southern end of the pier, not a hundred yards from where they were now sitting.  

      Sharla Potter sat a couple stools down from Gloria. “You two met on a boat tour, didn’t you?” she asked. 

      “We did,” Gloria blushed. “Providence sat me right next to him. You know, with as large as I am sometimes I get nervous about who I’ll be seated next to on a plane or a boat. But Fu”– she turned and smiled at her husband—“he liked me being pressed into him. It’s been nothing but good times and fireworks ever since.” 

      “Well, I’m with Ellie,” Sharla said. “Congratulations on six good years.” She nudged her wine glass toward Ellie. “Let me get another pinot, Ellie. If you would be so kind.” Sharla was the mango matron of the island, who, along with her husband Gary, owned The Groovy Grove, a fifty-two acre mango plantation in Pineland. She wore a wide-brimmed straw hat, her straight gray hair hanging untethered behind her, her delicate nose turned slightly upward at the end. Sharla was loved by anyone who had the good fortune of meeting her and was the perfect embodiment of Southern hospitality and grace. The Potters, along with Ellie’s uncle, were pillars in this community, small business owners who gave back their money and time to ensure that Pine Island retained its slow, sequestered way of life and kept greedy industrialists, who would seek to build seaside penthouses far into the sky, at bay.

      Pine Island was the largest island in the state of Florida, its southernmost point sitting not three miles north of Sanibel Island, and stretched seventeen miles northward, its widest point no more than three miles.. The island had managed to keep a lower tourist profile than its nearby neighbors like Cayo Costa and Sanibel, in part because it was lacking their powdery beaches, a point that none of the locals viewed as a negative. 

      Gloria jabbed her elbow into her husband’s ribs. “Honey, we need to go pick some mangoes up at The Groovy Grove sometime.”

      Fu nodded intensely. “Yes. Yes.”

      “We’d love to have you,” Sharla said. “Right now things are a little hectic, but plan on coming out after Mango Mania.”

      Mango Mania was a late summer festival that saw Saint James City shutting down for three days as thousands descended upon the southern end of the island to celebrate and enjoy the golden fruit. Dozens of local merchants and vendors would set up along south Oleander Street and spill out onto The Salty Mangrove’s boardwalk and halfway down the Norma Jean pier.  

      “Ellie,” Sharla said, “I hear your sister and niece are coming back home. I am so glad to hear that. I’ve missed them more than my granny’s gravy.”

      “They are. I can’t wait,” Ellie said. 

      “She’s renting the old house out, isn’t she? Are they going to stay with you?”

      “No, her renters just completed their lease and vacated last week. Katie and Chloe will be moving back in.”

      “Wonderful.”

      When their father died, Ellie was knee deep in an overseas career with the CIA, and Frank O’Conner’s will placed the home in his youngest daughter’s hands. When Katie moved to Seattle last summer, Major had convinced her not to sell it.   

      Sharla took a sip of her pinot grigio. “I hate that Katie and Chloe are going to miss the festival again,” she said. “Chloe was only a little thing then, but that year before they moved she would stay at our booth and hold out a paper plate of mango slices to passersby. Of course, she would when she wasn’t busy helping herself to the actual samples.”

      “Well, the festival is my all-time favorite weekend of the year,” Gloria said. “Music, mangoes, and seeing everyone pack this place out.” 

      Fu straightened up. “Fun,” he said. “Be fun.”

      Ellie froze and stared at Fu, her mouth nearly hanging open. “It will be fun?” she repeated. “Fu! Are you actually speaking English?”

      “Yes, yes,” he smiled. 

      “I keep telling him he would have more fun if he decided to speak the native tongue,” Gloria said, and winked at Ellie. “I think he may be coming around.”

      “Well, what do you know,” Sharla muttered, stunned on her own accord. 

       Fu, almost anticlimactically, muttered something in Chinese again.

      “Oh, yes,” Gloria beamed. “I completely forgot. Guess what we did last night?” Fu mumbled again, and his wife flushed. She smiled coyly and waved him off. “Oh, not that.” She looked around at their friends, still reddened as with sunburn. “We finally ordered a drone!” 

      Sharla tilted her head. “You don’t say.”

      “It should be here in a couple weeks,” Gloria said. “I can’t wait to use it. We’ll be able to fly it from right here and see this whole end of the island up close. The remote has a built-in color screen.” 

      “Gary got one so he could fly it over the Grove and put it on YouTube,” Sharla said. “They sound like large mosquitoes. Drives me nuts.” 

      “That’s why we chose this one,” Gloria said. “It’s nearly impossible to hear once its thirty or forty feet overhead. Something about a raked wingtip, but I don’t really know about all that. But it can go up to seven or eight miles out on a single battery if there isn’t a lot of wind.”

      “Fun,” Ellie said. Her phone rang, and she fished it from the pocket of her jean shorts. She noted the caller and answered. “Hi, Jean.”

      “Ellie, how are you, hon?”

      “Fine. I’ve got the painting all wrapped up. Major’s going to love it.”

      “Good. Good. Listen, would it be too much trouble for you to come over to my place later this evening?  If you have some time.” Jean’s voice was heavy with worry.

      “Tonight? Sure I can. Everything okay?”

      “I don’t really know, Ellie.” She paused. “It’s about Ronnie. He called me earlier. Ellie, I think he’s in some trouble, and I don’t know the right thing to do.”
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      Jean Oglesby’s home sat on two acres at the north end of Pineland, up against Big Jim Creek Preserve. She purchased the place five years ago after Teddy Baxter—a giant of a man who had pioneered blue crab fishing in the area—died and his big-time city kids had put it up for sale. At the time, Jean had been looking to upgrade from her small home in Saint James City, and she grabbed it up within a week of the sign getting jammed into the front yard. Unlike most local artists who still floundered about on the murky financial bottom of an artistic ocean, Jean had found a measure of stardom after making a painting based off Daniel Hagerman’s 1944 picture of Ernest Hemingway. 

      Several years ago a big-shot winegrower from Spain, who also happened to be a fan of  Hemingway, was visiting Matlacha and bought Jean’s Hemingway painting on the spot. When he took it back home to Spain, several of his friends decided they wanted Jean to make them custom paintings of their own, and, in the way that a cover band has that one song that garnishes a cult following, Jean came into a modest international following that continued to grow.

      Local sales at her shop in Matlacha represented only a fraction of what she brought in. She kept an office in Bokeelia, just a mile from her house. It was staffed by three full time people and, in the busier winters, a few more part-timers. Her renown and style had spread, and dozens of online orders for prints came in each day.

      Jean’s neighbors, like herself, were the island’s cultural gatekeepers of both past and present. Archie Holland’s lot was to her east. Archie was the president of the Chamber of Commerce and known by the locals as the Creative Coast’s charming bulldog. Charming, because he could groom just about any interested party to set up shop or business on the island. In his twelve year tenure, the area had blossomed with more artists, charters, and liquor licenses than ever before. Bulldog, because he could run off a big corporation intent on over-commercialization faster than you could say Matlacha. 

      Gertie Fenwick’s house sat to Jean’s west. Gertie was the vice-chair of the Historical Society. She was vice and not chair because of her quick and flaring temper that would leave her opposition driving home with singed eyebrows. They kept her around because of her zeal. But the chair eluded her due to her inability to be winsome or polite. 

      Ellie stepped out of her El Camino, walked past sixty-year-old oaks and a cluster of leather ferns, and went up the broad, wood-plank steps to the front door. She knocked and waited and caught herself smiling as she stared at the door. It was painted in a base color of bright yellow with tarpon and manatees stenciled across. The door stuck out from the rest of the exterior, which was clothed in a muted off-white and olive green. The door opened, and Jean motioned inside. “Ellie. Come in, hon. Thank you for coming over.” Jean’s eyeshadow was a cobalt blue and dusted with a fine layer of glitter. Ellie hadn’t seen her without the makeup extravaganza since she was in grade school and couldn't remember what she looked like without it. It would be strange if she did. Jean Oglesby without her gaudy face paint would be like seeing Dolly Parton without a wig. And no one was quite sure they wanted to see that.  Jean was clutching a cane, and a surgical boot adorned her left foot. 

      “How did your surgery go?” Ellie asked. 

      “Fine, I just have to try and not be on my feet too much for the next couple of days. I have to wear this silly thing for the next couple of weeks.” 

      Ellie followed Jean through the wide rotunda and into the kitchen. The kitchen boasted a large stainless steel gas stove with matching vent hood, a refrigerator built into the cabinetry, and white quartz countertops. Jean was one of the area’s most successful artisans, and her living arrangements were a clear testimony to that. The front of the cabinets matched the front door: palms, tiki huts, and dolphins painted over yellow. 

      “You want a drink? Got plenty of just about everything.” Jean refilled a nearly empty martini glass from a pitcher on the counter. 

      “I’m all right.”

      Jean left her cane leaning against a barstool, took her glass, and walked across the dark wood floors into the living room. She took a seat on a pink loveseat and propped her booted foot onto an ottoman. Ellie positioned herself on the matching couch. “So what’s going on with Ronnie? Is he all right?”

      The older lady huffed and shook her head. “He swears that he is, but I have that motherly instinct that knows when your little boy is sneaking a cookie two rooms away and when that little boy grows into a man and is running around with the wrong people. Ellie, I know you’re not a mother yet, but when you are you’ll just know some things. Things that you have no explanation for. It’s like the hair standing up on the back of your neck, except somewhere deep on the inside. I know I’m not aware of everything he’s ever gotten himself into. But that tingling...it’s there.”

      “Did he say why he hadn’t been calling?” 

      “I asked him. He wouldn’t say. Blamed it on a cell phone problem and said he’s been busy. But you don’t work Jean Oglesby that way. I’m not a nagging mother, never have been. That’s one reason why Ronnie and I are so close. But you’d better believe I pressed him. Ellie, you should have heard his voice. All I could do was picture him huddled down into a corner with his arms wrapped around his knees. He sounded scared if I’ve ever heard a scared man.”

      “Did he say where he was?”

      Jean took another sip of her martini, swallowed, then did it again. She set her empty glass down. “In so many words. I inherited a bit of land from my father out near Archbold. A dozen acres an hour and a half from here. Before my father died and before Ronnie left home, we used to go spend Christmas up at a tiny hunting cabin out there. Just the three of us. Ronnie and his Gramps would go hunting and brought back a deer more than once. Anyway….I’m rambling, Ellie, I’m sorry.”

      “Take your time, Jean. I’m in no hurry to be anywhere else.” 

      Jean’s shoulders relaxed, and she settled farther back into the plump cushions. “Thank you.” She sighed. “So I asked him where he is, and he tells me he’s celebrating Christmas. Ellie, that scares me. If he has to talk in code, then he’s afraid someone is listening. That cabin must be what he meant. He lived with his father up in Indiana, you know. I got him during the summers. His father gave him everything he wanted: an ATV, guns, trips to Central America for spring breaks, even a boat. But what Harry failed to realize was that what Ronnie really wanted was his father, not his father’s stuff, and he never did get that.” 

      “Do you want me to go out there and try to talk with him?” 

      “Ellie, I would. I really would. I’m just his mother, you know. If I go out there, he’ll just get mad at me and clam up.” She motioned toward her foot. “Plus, I can’t drive for the next couple weeks. Maybe you could get something out of him, I don’t know.” Jean rubbed her forehead and closed her eyes. “I’m sure I sound like a paranoid mother—an old mother at that—but I don’t know where to turn, what to do.” 

      “Jean. You know I’m DEA.” 

      “Sure, hon.”

      “I’m not saying I won’t help or that I won’t go out there. I’m happy to do that. I only want to be transparent. If I find something that I need to report, that will put me in a dilemma.”

      “I understand.”

      “I’ll tell you what. If I find out anything, I’ll let you know what it is and will keep in you the loop. Okay?”

      “Just help him, Ellie. Whatever this jam is he’s gotten into...just help him out.” 

      “I’ll do my best, Jean. Does he have a number I can call him on?” 

      She shook her head. “He said he’s keeping his phone off except for when he calls me.” 

      Ellie stood up. “Get some rest. I’ll head out there tomorrow afternoon, and we’ll get all this straightened out.”
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      Ellie shot off her last five rounds in rapid succession, and they all pierced the paper target thirty yards down range, all within four inches of center. She pressed the magazine release, and it fell into her hand. She set it on the concrete counter and slapped in a fresh one. Fifteen more rounds. She raised the gun, found her sights, and got off three more bursts of five each: five at the head, five at the chest, and a final five to the head. All but two shots had entered the red spaces she had aimed for and those, just a couple inches out.     

      She brought the gun down.

      “You missed two. I can’t believe it. What a letdown.”

      She smiled. She cleared the chamber and set down the weapon. She lifted her ear muffs, slipped them around her neck, and turned around. Tyler Borland came up and gave her a firm hug from the side. The hug was something new over the last couple weeks whenever they saw each other. Ellie found that she liked it very much. 

      “How was your class?” she asked. Then she frowned and said, “Your hat. It’s not red.”

      “You know what? I knew there was something different about me today. I just couldn’t place it.” He shook his head. 

      Ellie didn’t know if she had ever seen him without his red Hornady ball cap. She wasn’t sure what to think. This one was dark blue and had Reticle’s company logo stitched above the bill in white. “Why the change?”

      “My mama. She thought it would be nice to have a hat with my logo on it.”

      “You ordered hats for the gun shop, didn’t you?”

      “I ordered hats for the gun shop,” he said sheepishly, and then perked up. “Do you like them?”

      She examined the hat. “I’m not sure. I’ll have to get back to you.”

      “What? Really?”

      “Of course I like it. It’s a great idea.”

      He smiled, like he was relieved, like her opinion was the only one that really mattered. “Good, because I ordered branded koozies and t-shirts and keychains too.”

      “Koozies? That’s big time, Tyler. You have a koozie with your logo on it and you’re made.”

      “Stop it…” 

      “I want the first one out of the box.”

      “Done. They’ll be here next week. Hopefully in time for Mango Mania.”

      “I thought you weren’t doing the festival?”

      “Someone dropped out, so it opened up a space. I’ve got a couple employees running the table for me. They’ve got Reticle set up right next to Wild Palm’s table. Have you had their rum? Oh, man.”

      “I have. Major likes it too. That’s the only rum he pushes at The Salty Mangrove now. Speaking of Mango Mania, I’m going to walk the festival that Saturday morning and then go fishing at Blind Pass.” She jiggled her eyebrows, hoping to convince him to come out on the water with her. 

      His expression flattened. “Nope.”

      “Come on. It’s just a boat, Tyler. Jaws isn’t going to jump out of the water and grab you up.” 

      “You don’t know that. Besides, there’s all kinds of stuff in those waters. I’m just fine with my boots in the dirt.”

      “I don’t like your hat anymore. It’s dumb.”

      “So we’re six years old now, are we?” He winked at her and went off to oversee a private lesson on the long range. 

      Ellie reloaded her empty magazines, slipped her ear protection back on, and fired away.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      Jean Oglesby's tract of hunting land sat in the southeast quadrant of the intersection of State Road 70 and US Route 27, ten miles west of Lake Okeechobee, the Sunshine State’s largest freshwater lake. Ellie had turned off Route 27 onto a silted road that cut through a thin forest of scrub oaks, hickory, and sand pines reaching upwards amongst clusters of cordgrass. Spanish moss hung lazily from the trees’ fronds and branches, like old abandoned laundry still drying in the breeze. Ellie turned her Silverado left at the dead end and drove another mile before seeing a cabin on the right, tucked back into the trees. She slowed to five miles an hour, and her tires moved over exposed roots and small rocks dotting the long sandy driveway. She parked, grabbed a brown paper bag from the seat next to her, and got out. 

      The cabin’s exterior was made of uncut cedar trunks split in half. Long strips of thin, aging bark hung off the wood, and cobwebs ran sporadically in the cracks between the posts. There was no awning, no porch. Just an aged pine door with a wooden handle. Ellie stepped up to it and knocked. 

      A commotion ensued behind the door. She heard someone scuffle to her left and then to the right, then the floorboards creaked as they came close to the door. “Who is it?” a man’s voice snapped. 

      “Ronnie, it’s Ellie O’Conner. Your mother sent me over to chat with you. She’s worried about you.”

      “I don’t know you. You need to leave. Right now.”

      Ellie had anticipated this. Almost down to his exact words. “I have Marlboro Red 100’s in a soft pack. A whole carton, Ronnie. What else do I have in here?” She opened the bag and looked in. “Coke Zero, jalapeño bologna, and Twizzlers. Your mother says it’s all still your favorite. So, the deal is you have to open the door. I’m not leaving this stuff on your doorstep.” 

      There was no noise, no sound from inside for nearly half a minute. Finally, “How do I know you’re friends with my mother?”

      “Because I have jalapeño bologna.”

      Another five seconds and the door slowly opened. “Careful now,” he said, stepping back with the door. Ellie walked in. She stepped over to an old farm table. The place smelled musty, a combination of sweat, dust, and old wood. She set the bag down and turned to see Ronnie shutting the door with his foot while training a .38 revolver at her chest. She raised her hands and stepped back. “Whoa there, Tiger. Ronnie, I’m only here on your mother’s request. She’s worried about you.”

      “Well, I told her not to be.”

      “That’s not really the way it works.”

      His expression steeled. “Well, I know that, but what else was I supposed to tell her?”

      “Why don’t you put that down and we can talk about it? Look,” Ellie pinched the edges of her t-shirt and pulled it up until he could see her waistline. She slowly turned all the way around. “I’m not armed.”

      He pointed the gun to a high back easy chair in the corner. “Have a seat over there.” Ellie complied. The cabin was tiny: one room consisting of the table, a couch, and the chair, a short kitchen counter with a stainless steel sink, two double beds at the far end. A deerskin rug sat on the floor in front of the couch. Two makeshift end tables summed up the furnishings; no refrigerator, not even a fireplace. 

      Ronnie sat on the couch across from his unexpected guest and kept the gun trained on her. He was an average looking man. His deep brown eyes looked tired, and his scraggly brown hair was uncombed. He wore a Ron Jon tank, and a thin gold chain hung from his neck. Days-old scruff covered his face, and a round pink scar the size of a dime sat right between his eyes, reminding Ellie of the bindis that Hindu and Jain women wore, only much larger. Yesterday, before Ellie had left Jean’s house, Jean had showed her a picture of her son and had explained the scar. Ronnie had been eleven, bouncing a tennis ball on the wall of his father’s workshop while his old man, tipsy on Crown, was busy with a drill press, punching holes in a piece of pine intended to be part of a nightstand he was building. No one noticed that the press was loose, and his dad didn’t see his boy running toward him, chasing the rogue tennis ball. Ronnie’s father pulled down on the handle, the press slid off the table and right onto his kid. The boy’s face ended up wedged between the press’s table and the tip of the auger. The auger—a carbon-steel bit, its sharp point like a screw—was still spinning when Ronnie shifted and the feed level mashed onto the floor. That auger started in on him and went right to the bone, stopping just at the other side before getting into the gray matter. One in a million chance, his father had said. Ronnie, it seemed, was the one, and twenty-some years later he still had the bright scar to prove it.  

        “You know my mama?” he asked. “Then what’s her favorite painting in her house? One she painted herself.”

      Ellie resolved herself to answering whatever questions he asked. “The Dolphin on High Seas. But I think she’s gotten to calling it The Jumping Dolphin. Her original is framed in briarwood and hangs near the back door.”

      If he was impressed, he didn’t show it. “Where did she work before she became a painter?”

      It wasn’t a very good question. That was public knowledge, probably on Jean’s website. “She taught at Pine Island Elementary. She was my art teacher as a matter of fact.” 

      He nodded like that impressed him more than her previous response. “What did she say about me?”

      “You mean, did she tell me about you calling every Friday around lunchtime, that you missed a couple weeks, that you told her in code you were holed up out here?”

      He still didn’t look satisfied, but he stared at the floor and nodded to himself as if someone inside his head was telling him to trust her. He lowered the weapon and set it on his leg, leaving his hand splayed on top of the steel. He kept his stare on the floor. “You can’t help me. It’s ridiculous that you came.” 

      “Maybe it is, but I don’t have anything better to do. So why don’t you humor me and give me an idea as to what kind of trouble you’re in. You’re shut away in here like a scared fox, so unless you think this is just going to blow over, then at least give me something. If not for me, then for your mother.” She watched him as he sat there, his nose flaring, his lips drawing a hard line while he decided whether or not to let the cat out of the bag. When he sighed and his shoulders slumped, she knew the proverbial cat was getting out of the proverbial bag. 

      “It’s just all messed up,” he said. “Was never supposed to be like this.” He stood up, walked a few paces to a cabinet above the sink, and took out a bottle of gold Bacardi. He set the gun on the counter and poured a generous measure of rum into a plastic cup and had it down in two chugs. He wiped his mouth with the heel of his hand and leaned back against the counter. “After Harlan died, we started selling pot.” He shifted his eyes toward her to gauge a reaction. She presented none. Ellie had already decided she was going to keep her cards close to the chest. Ronnie didn’t need to know she was DEA; not yet. It would only spook him, and she would be on the other side of his cabin door within a few seconds. She kept listening.

      “It was just a little at first. It’s how we started funding ourselves. I didn’t think it was all that big of a deal. It’s not like we were selling heroin to kids. But then Oswald, he called a meeting one day and said we’re going to be moving guns now. Now I know it ain’t right selling drugs at all, but I drew the line right there. See I’m not talkin’ little .22 plinksters or .410 shotguns. I mean the mothers. Military grade crap. Anti-materiel crossovers like Barrett XM500s and short-stroke SIG MCXs.”

      Ellie shot up an eyebrow. She had never shot the MCX; it had been procured a year after she left Brussels. But the Barrett she had fired on many occasions. It was a .50 caliber designed to penetrate armored vehicles and concrete barriers. 

      “And no way in hell I’m messing with black-market firearms,” Ronnie continued.  “Dawson felt the same way. That’s all a whole ‘nother level, and then you have to start dealing with the people that are willing to find that kind of stuff. I’m talking the kind of people that you don’t double-cross; and if you do, the kind of people where someone has to change out the carpet when they’re done with you.” 

      “Ronnie, back up for me a little bit. Who is Harlan?”

      “Harlan Tucker.” He said the name confidently, proudly, like she would know who he was. When all he got back was a blank stare, he said, somewhat quizzically, “Harlan Tucker, the Enlightened Cowboy?” 

      She shrugged. “I’m sorry...I’ve never heard of him.”

      Ronnie rolled his eyes. “Harlan was the truest purveyor of wisdom and national honor America has had in decades. He wrote this.” He stood, walked over to an end table, and picked up a paperback book. He handed it to Ellie.

      She read the title out loud. “The Patriot’s Handbook of Anarchy.” The back cover had a small black-and-white photo of an older man sporting a trimmed white beard and wearing a leather vest complete with a bolo necktie. The book was dog eared and creased all along the spine, worn like it had been read and reread a dozen times. 

      “That there is the best book written in the last century.” Ellie wasn’t sure Ronnie had all the qualifications to make such an assessment, but she didn’t push back. He stuck his hand out, and Ellie gave him back the book. He returned to the couch.  

      “Harlan fought in Vietnam for a cause he couldn't get behind. When he got sent back stateside early because of a shrapnel wound—‘home alive in sixty-five’ he used to say—he  realized he was a mockery to his countrymen. And after everything he saw over there, he quit life and became homeless for twenty years before some guy in a downtown mission gave him a talking-to about purpose and change. It lit a fire under him, and Harlan started speaking against the injustices of our government and the need to bring back the national pride as conceived in the early days of the Republic. After a while of leading a small grassroots movement, he wrote this.” He held the book up again. “It’s his magnum opioid.” 

      Ellie grit her teeth to keep from outwardly smiling at the misnomer.  

      Ronnie kept going. “Harlan spoke about things that a lot of us always felt but could never put words to. Like how the government keeps taking our liberties instead of being the institution that protects them. Harlan was different than a lot of these other guys like him who lead groups like ours. He didn’t hate blacks or Jews like the skinheads do. He wasn’t interested in harassing people or looting like the Hells Angels. To him, liberty was not found by getting rid of ethnic groups but by bringing harmony between them.” Ronnie lifted his shoulders, and his chin followed. He said, “‘We are a distracted people. Television, entertainment, concerts, and video games are robbing our youth of the beatific vision of our country’s founders. We were meant to make a better world for all that shall come later, not squander what we have so there is nothing left to leave behind. We must stand up and fight for righteousness, to fight for freedom, to fight for truth. Our society remains in a rapid state of decay, and men and women no longer understand how to work together for a common goal. Unless we act, no one else will.’” Ronnie looked back at Ellie with moist eyes. “That’s from the book. I memorized that last year. Page one hundred and seventy eight.”

      Ellie took note of a simplicity about Ronnie. It wasn’t stupidity. Unrefined maybe, but from all she could tell, Ronnie meant well. The Enlightened Cowboy had given him something to believe in. 

      “You mentioned a Dawson,” Ellie said. “Who is that?”

      “Dawson…” Ronnie's voice trailed off. He started picking at the little fuzz balls in the fabric of the couch cushion for a little too long. Maybe the rum had kicked in. He had probably been enjoying some prior to her arrival.

      “Ronnie,” Ellie said.

      His head jerked up. He blinked. “Sorry. Sorry. Dawson...right?”

      She nodded.

      “He’s my friend. The best friend I’ve ever had. Dawson Montgomery. I was supposed to meet him at a truckstop in Arcadia a few days ago and then we’d roll out here together. But he never showed, and I’ll tell you what, Dawson always shows. Always. You could set a watch to him.” Ronnie looked at her suspiciously, as if he was deciding whether or not he wanted to tell her something more. “What I’m gonna say now you have to swear this stays here. I don’t want my mama finding out. Deal?”

      “Sure. Deal.”

      He sighed. “Dawson got busted last year for moving pot. They never tied it back to our group, and it wasn’t anything more serious than that, and it was only a second offense so he didn’t get the whole book. So he was out in seven months, and as it goes with parole requirements he had to get a”–Ronnie made air quotes–“‘real job.’ So he did. He got a ‘real job.’” Finger quotations again. He paused and looked at Ellie once more with untrusting eyes, then kept on. “He’s had this job at a convenience store in LaBelle for a few months now. Red Rover, they call it. Problem is not long after Dawson gets out, then he revved up the ol’ easy money engine again. Only this time it wasn’t pot, it was cocaine.” Ronnie put up two defensive hands. “I didn’t know he was. I swear. I quit dealing anything myself after Dawson got nabbed last year. Until I bolted and came out here, I’d been putting in forty hours a week doing the night shift stocking shelves at Winn Dixie. Anyway, Dawson said they had this particular shipment coming in that was hidden in repurposed dairy boxes. Cocaine at the bottom, and a layer of packed cheese—like Kraft or something—over that.” Ronnie nervously rubbed the back of his neck. “Dawson called me in a panic. Said that he had gone to the back section of the Red Rover to check the boxes and what had come in a few hours earlier had been changed up.”

      “Changed up? How so?” 

      “So Dawson...one time every month he gets the closing shift at the Red Rover which ends at midnight, and then he has to turn around and open up at six a.m. So on that night he just stays there with the lights out, and they come in through the back and drop off the goods.  Then a little while later the distributor comes in and grabs it up. But this time”–he shook a finger–“he receives the boxes then happens to fall asleep behind the front counter. He wakes up at around three and hears a sound in the back, and when he gets back there ain’t no one around. He opens the back door, ain’t no one around outside either. So for good measure he checks the boxes again and notices that the packets of cheese had been disturbed. He digs further, sees the cocaine, digs further and sees...guns. Guns. Not only that, some of the coke was gone to make room for the weapons. And that’s the moment the distributor gives their little rap on the back door. They’re there for pick-up. So he lets them in and takes them back to the walk-in cooler and tells them what’s in the boxes and can’t explain the guns or the missing drugs. Near twenty kilos, man, just—swish—gone. The distributor is pissed and doesn’t take anything. I guess them and Dawson got the ol’ bamboozle. The distributor left empty-handed.”

      “So it was after that when Dawson was going to meet you at the truck stop?” she asked. 

      “Yeah. Right after. He calls me from the store fuh-reaking out and I tell him to just play it cool and not to saying anything until we could figure something out. But he called me back a few hours after the store opened and said he was too scared to stick around.” Ronnie had started pacing and ended up at the Bacardi again from which he proceeded to help himself to another couple fingers. “I tell him to just call Oswald and be honest and tell him what happened, and that’s what he does. He finally gets in touch with him a little after lunch, but apparently Oswald accuses him of lying and said he was sending someone up there to get him so they could have a little chat.”

      “So he bolted,” Ellie said. 

      “Yeah. So he bolted; rings me up right before, and I tell him where to meet. Dawson didn’t have a car, so I don’t know what he was talking about when he called again and said he ran out of gas and now he had to walk it. I think his phone died in the middle of him talking. Anyway, he doesn’t show. I wait a few hours and he still doesn’t show and I think the worst and jet. My car is in the shop, so I hitched a ride to the exit and walked out here and haven’t heard anymore from Dawson. I put the battery back in my phone and walk toward the highway every morning so I can get reception and check voicemail, but I haven’t gotten any calls except from my mama and my landlord.” Ronnie stopped pacing and sat on the edge of the couch. “They got him. I know it. I don’t even know if he’s still alive.”

      “Tell me about this Oswald fellow you mentioned?” 

      Ronnie blinked a couple times, and a light entered his eyes. “Wait, you said you brought smokes?”

      “I did.”

      He walked over to the brown bag on the table. Peering in, he stuck his hand down and brought out the carton of Marlboros. “Damn if I forgot you said these were in here.” He popped the flaps, drew out a pack, and went over to a drawer near the sink and pulled out a blue Bic lighter. He opened a pack, withdrew a stick and lit it up, and closed his eyes as the nicotine hit his blood. He breathed out a thin haze and plopped back onto the couch.   

      “So toward the end Harlan—Harlan died a couple years ago—he took Oswald under his wing and spent most of his time with him, grooming him as it were to carry the torch once he was gone. But as it turns out Oswald wasn’t too keen on any of Harlan's beliefs. He just liked the idea of being able to rally people to a cause. So when Harlan died, Oswald pulled all literature—posters, pamphlets—and canceled campus gatherings and rallies. He’s a smart guy. Smarter than I gave him credit for at first. He sifted us until only the faithful were remaining. Those faithful to his new vision.”

      “Which was what?”

      Ronnie drew down on his cigarette again. “Pretty simple now that I look back on it. He said that in order to really change things you have to have influence and that the surest way to have influence is to have money. Money and power get things done. The quickest way to get the most money the fastest is on the black market. He’s eccentric and a little weird sometimes, but he’s,” Ronnie tapped his head with a forefinger, “a really smart guy. Most of us just fell in line. You know the whole, ‘the ends justifies the....the…things’?”

      “The means?”

      “Yeah. That. The means. He wanted to turn things around and start building cash flow, so he started kicking people out of the group and only inviting those of us to the meetings who were willing to put the old ideas on pause for a season so we could have more influence later. And Dawson, he kept on— say, you want a smoke? I haven’t even offered you one.”

      “Thanks. I don’t smoke.”

      “Okay. Sure. So Dawson, he kept on believing. I got out a few months ago. Started seeing it for what it all was—that ol’ Oswald had no interest in returning to Harlan’s ways.” He picked the book back up and stared at the small author photo on the back, then turned it over and clutched the book hard, like it was his best friend in the world, holding onto it as if it were a Bible, he a preacher criss-crossing the sawdust trails, prepared to hail the faithful word underneath the windswept flaps of a makeshift tabernacle.  

      Ellie remembered what Jean had said about her son. How his father had never been there for him. Ellie had seen the negative effects of such relationships up close when she was in Albania five years ago. She was three weeks into an insertion, gathering intel on a shoemaker suspected of being a middle man; selling U.S. secrets on behalf of the highest bidder. During her time there she’d seen the many teenage boys and young men with an eagle’s wing tattooed on the top of one hand; the mark of the feared Lushnja Gang, one small appendage of the country’s growing mafia presence. Albania was known to have one of the highest crime-generating elements in the world, and they stuffed their ranks with young, fatherless men looking for meaning, purpose, and a sense of belonging.  

      Ellie never would forget the snowy evening she was in Tirana, walking back to her flat with a takeout bag of tavë kosi—baked lamb with rice—when a young man stepped from an alleyway, jabbed a gun into her ribs, and told her to keep walking. Ellie got a look into his eyes and saw the fear in them. He was probably no older than sixteen. She could feel the muzzle of the gun vibrating in her ribs as his hand shook nervously. It was a rite of passage for this boy. If he brought her back to their lair, he would be in; one of them. They would let him have his way with her, and then the rest of them would too. Then they would sell her into another country as a sex slave, or possibly cut her open and harvest her organs on the black market. The boy barked at her in his native tongue and kept an arm across her shoulders to make it look like he was a loving boyfriend shielding his girl from the cold. “You don’t want to do this,” Ellie whispered. 

      “Yes. Yes, I do. Shut up,” he replied in haltering English. 

      Ellie stole another glance at his uncovered face. He hardly had black fuzz for a mustache, his round cheeks, pink in the cold, looking like ripened peaches. It was not the face of a hardened man who kidnapped unsuspecting ladies off the street. He led her down an alley and was just about to open the back door to a vacant restaurant when she doubled over, faking a sharp pain in her abdomen. She groaned loudly, and, as the kid leaned down to see what was wrong, Ellie brought her knee up hard, and it connected with his nose. Blood gushed out onto her jeans, and he fell back into a pile of dirty snow. She took his gun, removed the chambered round, removed the magazine, and then dismantled the slide before dropping it all at his feet. 

      “Bad boy,” she said, and walked away. The kid was probably executed for his failure. The Albanians were not known for their mercy. They were ruthless and vigorous in their violence. She wouldn’t have been able to do anything for him. He had chosen his own path. She wasn’t there to save the world or protect young punks, just her country’s secrets. 

      Harlan Tucker would have been the father Ronnie never had access to in his youth, Oswald the older brother. Ronnie would have imbibed whatever Tucker was selling, and in this case it happened to be a neo-patriotic worldview. Tucker would have been a charismatic man who not only gave these boys something to believe in but also gave their hands something to do about it. It was the perfect combination of passion and ability. Only they had lost their father too soon, and their older brother stepped in to lead them astray.

      Ellie stood up. “Ronnie, why don’t you come back with me?”

      “No. No way. I’m fine right here. I mean, food is running a bit low, but I’m not going anywhere.”

      “Your mother is worried about you. It would make her feel a lot better if you came back and stayed with her for a while.” 

      “No. No way,” he repeated. “It would be too easy for Oswald to find me.”

      Ellie wasn’t certain that Ronnie wasn’t being overly cautious, but she conceded. “All right. Look, why don’t I come back in a couple days, and I’ll bring you some real food? If you’ve changed your mind, then you can come back with me.”

      “Thanks.” He opened the door. “Why are you doing this for me?”

      “Like I said, your mom is a friend of mine.” She stepped outside, slid her sunglasses down off her forehead, and turned around. “Ronnie, we’ve all made poor choices from time to time and come out the other side wondering how we even got there. You seem like a decent guy.” She looked into his eyes. “I hope I’m not wrong about that.”

      He returned her gaze, the expression holding a measure of the simplicity that Ellie had noted earlier. “You’re not.”
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      Ringo’s home was nestled on three and a half acres in west Iona on the southern edge of the Caloosahatchee River. His seven thousand square foot mansion sat in the center of perfectly manicured lawns and gardens and was hedged in by eight foot high laurels that provided ample privacy on either side. The front of the property was graced with generous groupings of tall slash pines, white oaks, and royal palms, through which a sand lime brick driveway snaked in thirty yards off the main road and ended in a broad semicircle at the front door. A white marble fountain of three jumping dolphins sat in the center of the turnabout, surrounded by a bed of yellow tulips and bright pink gerbera. 

      He loved being here, here on the water with direct and easy access to anywhere he wanted to go along Florida’s eastern seaboard. There was a downside, however. It was his proximity to Saint James City, which lay only seven miles to his west off the mouth of the river. But being farther away would be cumbersome. This was the best location from which he could run his business, but it meant that he had to be careful when coming out on his dock during the daylight hours, couldn’t present himself to those cruising the river or even friendly neighbors. The neighbors, however, were not much to be concerned with. To his right and his left, along with most of those in the immediate area, the neighbors came down to vacation only a couple months out of the year. Their mansion in Iona was one of two or three that they kept around the world.  Any interest they might have in knowing their neighbors was generally mitigated by a greater desire to get out on the golf course or a fishing boat that was heading out to deep waters. 

      Ringo sat in a cedar Adirondack chair, staring at the river before him, its surface reflecting the full moonlight, its waters flowing like liquid coal. The tip of his cigar glowed against the darkness, making a searing sound as he puffed patiently on the end and the dry leaves were eaten by the fire.    

      Far behind him, Andrés and Chewy came out of the back door of the home, walked past the pool and the honeysuckle-covered trellis, and made their way out to their boss. He could hear the padding of their feet when they hit the dock. They stopped next to him. Ringo motioned toward two additional chairs. “Have a seat, gentlemen.” 

      They sat. Andrés looked at Chewy, then out to the water. A ways out, a catamaran slid through the river, heading to open water. A salty breeze was present, but soft, gentle, welcomed after a hot and humid summer day. 

      Ringo took another slow draw off his cigar, let the smoke curl in his mouth, and then released it without haste. He kept his eyes on the water. “Eli Oswald has become a problem.”

      “Guns?” Andrés asked.   

      “Yes. Guns. Was our understanding not made clear to him?” Ringo asked. 

      “It was,” Chewy said. “Very clear. As always. What kind of guns?” 

      “Military grade. Moving it along with our product. In the same cases. Six weeks I’ve been working with this man. Six weeks and he already breaks one of my rules. What is wrong with the world that people can no longer keep their agreements?” 

      Twenty minutes went by. No one spoke. Ringo finished his cigar. He looked at Andrés, who was now leaning forward with his elbows on his knees. “What do you think the consequences should be?”

      “He broke rule number one.” He said so in a way that made the conclusion obvious. 

      “But he’s not a part of my organization,” Ringo said. He had already made up his mind, and the two men sitting with him knew it. 

      “When someone does business with you, they are a part of your organization,” Andrés replied. “He needs to go.”

      “I want us to lay low for a while,” Ringo said. “I trust you both. If we need to pull back somewhere, then pull back. We didn’t come this far by being greedy or foolish. Aldrich would like us to wait a couple weeks to give him room to work an angle with Eli Oswald.”

      “What kind of angle?” Chewy asked.

      “A consequence for breaking one of my rules and increasing our exposure.” 

      Chewy stood and took a couple steps to the edge of the dock. He flipped up the collar of his wool trench coat, scratched at his beard. “This could get ATF involved if they ever find out about him.”

      “Hence Aldrich’s plan,” Ringo replied. “The last thing we need is two agencies scanning the horizon for us.”

      Five minutes of silence. Finally Chewy, soberly and reflectively, said, “Yesterday is not ours to recover, but tomorrow is ours to win or lose.” 

      Ringo nodded. He smiled broadly. “Amen. Amen indeed.”
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        Six Years Ago

        TEAM 99 Headquarters

        Brussels, Belgium

      

      

      Ellie, known to her six teammates simply as Pascal, stood at one end of the ping pong table, waiting for the ball to be served. Faraday, the other woman on TEAM 99, said the score and served. The thin plastic ball shot over the net and landed on Ellie’s side of the table before speeding off at an angle. Ellie reached for it but missed getting her paddle on it by a quarter inch, giving Faraday the point. 

      “Good one,” she said. 

      They were in the large common room on the second floor of the compound, where a fully equipped kitchen stood in one corner with an eating area adjacent. The other half of the room consisted of a pool table, the ping pong table, a few leather couches, a flat screen TV, and several different gaming consoles. A neglected dart board hung near the pool table. 

      Cicero was on the couch, clutching a bottle of Gatorade, streaming an early episode of 24. Virgil—the largest, most muscular member of the team—walked into the room and opened the refrigerator, said to the food, “Hey, I’m not telling you anything unless you give me immunity.”

      Ellie and Faraday snickered. Cicero rolled his eyes but kept silent. 

      “Trust...me,” Virgil quipped again. Cicero sat up, turned around, and threw the remote at his teammate. Virgil swiveled and snatched the device from the air before it hit him. “You throw like a girl.”

      “Hey,” Faraday said defensively, and brushed her dark bangs from her eyes, “I can throw better than that.”

      A sigh from the couch. “Would you guys shut it? I’m trying to watch this.” 

      Virgil grabbed a rotisserie chicken off a shelf and shut the refrigerator door. He set it on the counter, grinned, and said, “Nobody says ‘hit me’ when Jack Bauer deals blackjack.”

      “When life gave Jack Bauer lemons, he used them to kill terrorists,” Ellie said. 

      Faraday: “When Google can’t find something, it asks Jack Bauer for help.”

      And so it went that whenever Cicero opted to watch 24 in the common area, he got a communal ribbing. Every time. Someone had suggested he was a sucker for pain, but the truth was that Cicero was the foremost extrovert of the group and didn’t much like watching television in his room. “Come on, you guys,” he said. “Bauer is like the best character ever. I’d even stick him a notch above MacGyver.” 

      “Whoooa!” the room said in unison. 

      “Dude. Not cool,” Ellie said.

      Virgil had torn a leg off the chicken. He pointed it at Cicero. “You keep making comments like that, and we might be less motivated to watch your six next time. Better than MacGyver? Please…” 

      At the ping pong table it was Faraday's serve again. With a quick release of the ball and tap of her paddle, she sent it across the net. Ellie reached out and punched it back over. It bounced into the far corner and out of Faraday's reach. “That’s the game,” Ellie said. She set her paddle on the table, stepped up to the whiteboard on the wall, and put another tick mark next to her name. 

      “One more game?” Faraday urged. “Come on.”

      “I think I’ll end on a high note,” Ellie said. “Keep practicing. You’ll get me one of these days.”

      She walked across the room and patted Cicero’s shoulder as she passed the couch. “Hey, you should make a commitment not to say stupid stuff anymore.” He shook his head and waved her off. Ellie went over to the fridge and brought out a cold bottle of water. 

      “When does Voltaire get back?” Faraday asked.

      “Tonight,” Virgil said, still tugging meat off the chicken and putting it on a plate. “I think that’s what Mortimer said. Why?”

      “He’s the only one around here I can beat in ping pong,” she said. 

      Ellie chugged the water down in one go and tossed the bottle in the garbage. She noticed a thin gauze wrap on Virgil’s right hand. “Did you cut yourself shaving again?” she grinned. 

      “I wish. No, got it last night when I was adjusting the timing belt on my truck.” He winked at her. 

      Over half of the missions the team were given, they went together—all seven of them. The other missions were delegated and assigned as matched their individual abilities, skills, and strengths. When the latter, they were not allowed to share details of the operation with anyone else. If two other teammates were assigned to go out with you, that’s all who knew about it. “Not your mission, not your business.” It was one of the ground rules and one that would swiftly get you booted off the team if broken. As yet, no one was willing to test the boundaries. 

      Virgil didn’t have a truck. None of them, in fact, had personal vehicles. Not here in Belgium anyway. His reply was his way of saying that he couldn’t talk about it. “Well, I hope the truck is all right.” Ellie smiled back. She liked Virgil. He walked a proper line between serious and jokester, always knowing when the best time was to exercise which quality. In contrast, Voltaire, their team’s leader, was sober-minded, generally serious and thoughtful. It was one of the qualities that made him good at his job, what made him such an exceptional leader. It was also the quality that reminded her the most of her father. 

      “It’s on the mend.”

      “I’m going to go be productive,” Ellie said. “I’ll see you guys later.” She exited the common room and turned down the hall. A door clicked shut at the other end, and hard-soled footsteps echoed down the concrete corridor. Two men appeared from around the corner, both in suits and ties.

      She easily recognized one as her boss—TEAM 99’s director. Mortimer was a wide, pear-shaped man who, in spite of the extra weight, had a distinguished appearance: strong cheekbones, well-placed nose, and low eyebrows that were set over piercing eyes. The other man she knew by reputation only, having never met him in person. He was Scott Reardon and served in a leading role at the Directorate of Mission Services for the Defense Intelligence Agency, a position that had him coordinating the dissemination of counterintelligence to the DIA in particular and to the Department of Defense in general. 

      Both men acknowledged Ellie with a nod as they passed. No words were exchanged. 

      It wasn’t the first time Ellie had seen a high-ranking member of the government walk these halls. As it was, the compound was located at the north end of an airplane hangar at the U.S. Army Garrison at Benelux, just five minutes from NATO headquarters in Brussels. On top of that, TEAM 99 was engaged in the most clandestine of operations sanctioned by the U.S. government, and it wasn’t a strange event to see the men making decisions come to speak with the team’s director in person. 

      Ellie walked into her economically decorated room and shut the door behind her. A small desk was on the wall opposite her bed. She pulled the chair out, sat down, and fired up her personal laptop. For the thousandth time her eyes went to the picture pinned to the wall: her father, Major, and her younger sister Katie huddled together down at The Salty Mangrove, holding half-empty glasses, the three of them making goofy faces. Katie had sent Ellie the picture earlier in the year. Ellie’s family didn’t know where she was stationed, but they had an address at Langley where they could send things to her. From there, the mail would be forwarded to her here at the compound.  

      She missed them all. Deeply. One day, she knew, she would leave all this and go home and be with her loved ones. But that day wasn’t now. And it wouldn’t be tomorrow either. For the foreseeable future she was doing exactly what she had been made to do. Not only was she exceptional at it, she loved it as well. There were missions, of course, that were more challenging than others. And they didn’t always go as planned. Sometimes the wrong people were caught in the crossfire or the bad guys got away. It was rare, but it did happen. Even the members of such an elite group as TEAM 99 were human. Sometimes you did everything right—trained, planned, strategized, researched—and the dice just didn’t fall in your favor.

      Her laptop chimed, and she navigated through her browser to her Gmail account. She had a new email from Major. They wrote to each other at least once a week, sometimes more, never less. She heard from her father and sister as much too. Katie had recently broken the news that she was pregnant. The baby’s father, it seemed, had no interest in hanging around. It wasn’t ideal, but that baby would have everything it needed in its grandfather and Major, the two best men on Earth in Ellie’s opinion. Ellie was going to be an aunt, and she smiled every time she thought of it. 

      She read Major’s email, clicked reply, and started typing. 

      

      Mortimer walked into his office and shut the door behind Scott Reardon. The two men had cordially shaken hands on the helipad three minutes prior but as yet had not spoken. Neither man had a reputation for initiating or enduring small talk. They had each gotten to where they were, respectively, because of their repudiation of trivialities and formalities. Both were company men and, as such, were swift to get down to business. Mortimer walked behind his desk and sat down. He extended a hand toward a chair. “Have a seat.”

      Reardon did not have a seat. Instead, he walked to the expansive window behind Mortimer and looked out, his hands clasped lazily behind his back. He was of average height, his brown hair peppered with gray. He looked down on a double barbed wire fence that formed the perimeter of the Army garrison and then beyond, where a forest filled with elms and English oaks grew tall. 

      Mortimer waited for him to speak. Reardon’s visit to the compound was unusual; unexpected, although not completely out of the ordinary. The men represented the interests of two different agencies: Reardon, the DIA, which was the principal source of foreign intelligence for combat related missions; Mortimer, the CIA, which, historically, had been focused on providing intelligence to the President and his Cabinet. In the upper echelons of the agencies, such lines became fuzzy, if non-existent. The two men’s paths did cross from time to time, as intelligence exchanged hands, when personnel or information needed to be shared across agency lines. There were very few within the CIA who even knew of TEAM 99’s existence. Reardon was one of the even fewer outside of the Agency who was privy to that knowledge. 

      Reardon unclasped his hands and casually slipped a large photo from his suit jacket. He turned it upwards and laid it on the desk, pointed to one of the three people in the picture. “That’s you, isn’t it?” was all he said.

      Mortimer was now fifty-nine years old, and during his distinguished intelligence career he’d held positions at the Pentagon, the NSA, and, for the last twelve years, the CIA, opting four years ago to head up TEAM 99 over an appointment as the Deputy Director of the National Clandestine Service. Ever a pragmatist, less a politician, he ended up choosing the former on the principle that he would be more effective in the field. Now, the color crawling up his neck and reaching for his hairline matched the red in Reardon’s tie. “Where did you get this?” Mortimer growled, not taking his eyes off the image. 

      “I’m not sure that matters.” Reardon, now that he had Mortimer’s attention, walked around to the front of the desk. He sat down in one of the two armchairs. He crossed a leg over the other. He folded his hands and rested them on a knee. “The way I see it is that you don’t have many options. There are a couple more of those too. Different dates, in case you’re wondering.”

      Mortimer didn’t glare at him, although he wanted to. His expression was flat, unreadable. Unfortunately, in this circumstance it didn’t matter. He knew it didn’t matter. He was now in the inescapable net of the most politically ruthless American he had ever met. “So what do you want?”

      It was the question Reardon had come all this way to hear. His expression, too, was flat and hard eyed, but inside he held a slight smile. “I have a proposition for you.” 

      Mortimer stood. It was his turn to look out the window. His throat felt constricted. He wiggled a couple of meaty fingers behind the knot in his tie and pulled out on the collar. There was no sense in getting emotional about the photos. What was done was done. He couldn’t go back and change it. And Reardon, in cases like this, was not to be bargained with. If Mortimer knew anything about the man, he knew that much. 

      He turned back around, his face set hard, his eminent career—his life—now in the hands of one who was surely more viper than human. “Let’s hear it.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eleven

          

        

      

    

    
      Ellie rapped her knuckles against the cabin door and immediately heard a shuffle from inside. “Ronnie, it’s Ellie.” Silence, and then the door cracked open, and all she could see was an eyeball set against the darkness of the interior. “See? Just me,” she said. 

      “You’re alone?”

      “I am. Your mother wanted to come out, but she just had her foot surgery and can’t drive right now. That, and she’s planning for the mango festival. It’s her busiest time of the year, you know.”

      The door swung open. “Come on.” She went in, and Ronnie took a lingering and nervous gaze outside before stepping back in and quickly shutting the door behind him.

      The only light was a gas-burning lamp set on the small table in what could be deemed the kitchen area. “You need more light in here, Ronnie. You’re going to go crazy without it. At least keep the door open.”

      “I’m fine,” he shot back. “I’m not keeping that door open. Not taking any chances if Oswald figures out where I am. He looked at Ellie’s empty hands. “I thought you were bringing me some stuff.”

      “I did. The bags are in the car. I can bring them in if you decide to stay.”

      “I told you when you were here the other day that I’m not leaving. Oswald don’t know about the place.”

      Ellie pulled the only card she had. The only one she needed. “You know, Ronnie, you say that, but wasn’t Dawson going to meet you here?”

      “Yeah. That’s what I said. What’s it matter?”

      “Well, if I go along with your suspicion that Dawson got nabbed by this Eli Oswald, then isn’t there a chance that your buddy might talk, might give you up?” 

      A connection registered behind Ronnie eyes. His shoulders visibly straightened. “Ah, hell. I hadn’t thought of that.” He rubbed the back of his neck and started pacing. 

      “You’ve been here nearly a week now, so maybe Dawson hasn’t talked...yet.” 

      Ronnie groaned. 

      “Look. Come on back. It’s probably not best that you stay with your mother if they really are looking for you. You know The Salty Mangrove, don’t you?” 

      “Sure. Who doesn’t?”

      “My uncle is the owner. I had a talk with him about your situation, and he’s agreed to let you stay at his place.”

      “Your uncle is Warren Hall? The Warren Hall?”

      “Yes.”

      His mouth unhinged, and he stared at Ellie like he now considered her to be from royal descent. “I can stay at his place? Really?”

      “He’s a good man and doesn’t have anyone living with him. He’s happy to help you lay low until all this blows over.”

      “But what if Oswald finds out? Does your uncle have a house alarm?”

      His naiveté forced Ellie to contain a laugh. From all that Ronnie had said about Eli Oswald, it didn’t appear that he might be the kind of person who would allow a standard residential security system to stop him. “He won’t find out, Ronnie. The only people who will know are myself, your mother, and my uncle.”

      “You swear?”

      “Yes. I swear.” 

      He chewed on his bottom lip, thinking. “All right. Fine,” he conceded. 

      Ellie motioned to the couch. “Have a seat, Ronnie. Just for a second.”

      “Um, okay.” He went over to the couch and sat into it. Ellie took a chair next to him. “So here’s the deal. I need to tell you something before we leave. Something you should know before you agree to come back with me.”

      “Okay…”

      “Let me say first that your mother trusts me. So let’s get that out there.”

      “What are you trying to say?”

      “I’m getting there. But I want you to know that I’m here because, more than anything, I want to help as a friend. With that said,” she paused and watched his expression, “you need to know that I’m a contracted investigator for the Drug Enforcement Agency.”

      Ronnie bolted from the couch like the cushion had just morphed into a red hot eye of an electric stovetop. “What? You’re with the DEA?” He let out a string of curses. When he turned back around he wore a menacing glare. “You said I could trust you!”

      “Ronnie. Calm down. I’m not here because I’m DEA. It just so happens that I work for them. But I wanted you to know before we got a week or two down the road and you found out from someone else.”

      “But I didn’t do anything.”

      She extended a reassuring hand. “I know that. But in the interest of full disclosure you needed to be aware. If your old group of friends are in fact still moving drugs, then I’ll need to notify my office of that. As long as everything you’ve told me is the truth, then you have nothing to worry about.” 

      It took five more minutes for Ellie to calm Ronnie down, another five to get him to gather up what little he had and get into her truck. They put the little cabin behind them and bumped along the sandy road for a half mile before turning right and heading in the direction that would lead them to Route 27 two miles ahead. In the distance Ellie saw the bright glare of the sun winking off what she assumed to be a windshield. Soon the vehicle was near enough for her to see that it was a car. An orange car. Ronnie, who had been squinting down the road, suddenly tensed. “Is that a Mustang? Can you tell?”

      “It looks like one from here. Why?”

      “Curtis has a supercharged orange Mustang.” Ronnie’s breathing quickened, and his voice went shrill. “Oh man. Oh man, they found me. They found─”

      “Ronnie!” Ellie’s quick, harsh tone shut him down. “Relax, okay? It’s all right. My truck sits a lot higher than the car. Just duck down by the floorboards. They’ll think I’m alone. Now hurry before they get close enough to see your silhouette.”

      He nodded frantically. “Yeah. Okay.” He unbuckled and slinked down and tucked his head below the seat.

      “What does Curtis look like?” she asked.

      “Uhh...creepy. Got his brow pierced and a few gold teeth. Got one of those expressions that makes you think he’s in deep with the devil. Which he is,” he added, laying emphasis on each of the last three words. 

      The Mustang continued its approach, and Ellie slowed and moved as close to the edge as she could. The road was narrow, fringed on either side by forestry and shrubs. Her windows were rolled down, as were the ones in the Mustang. She locked eyes with the driver and gave him a short but polite nod as they slowly passed each other. He had bleach-blonde hair, a stud piercing his left eyebrow, and a couple gold teeth glimmering behind a curled lip. He wore a gray wife-beater, and a tattoo swept down his neck. With her truck riding as high as it was, the passenger was out of view. He smiled at her—more like a menace—and Ellie brought the Silverado back to the middle of the road. 

      “Was it him?” Ronnie asked.

      “Yes.”

      Another groan. “Oh, Jesus on a donkey. They found me. Dawson, he...he must’ve talked. That must mean they have him.”

      Ellie kept her eyes latched on the rearview to see what direction they would turn when they arrived at the end of the road. Ronnie stayed down near the floor but lifted his head. “Where’d they turn?” 

      She waited. “Left. They turned left. They’re gone. You can get up now.” 

      When Ronnie returned to his seat, his hands were trembling. He didn’t seem to care that she noticed. “The only place down on the left is my cabin.”

      “I know. But you’re not there, okay? Relax. I’ll get you back safely, and they won’t find out we’ve got you at my uncle’s. Just be glad I didn’t show up a half hour after I did.”

      Then Ronnie said, in a moment of hopeful, if not naive, optimism, “Maybe they won’t know I was there, and it will be a dead end for them.”

      “The lamp will be warm. It doesn’t matter. Buckle up.” 

      “What did they do to him to make him give me up?” he asked himself out loud. 

      Ellie turned off the dirt road and drove south on US Route 27. Saint James City was nearly two hours away.
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      If you asked the locals where you could get the best cup of coffee around, they’d hit you with The Perfect Cup, nine times out of ten. The nine would, of course, be right, and the one could be properly accused of possessing taste buds that had never quite fully matured. Ellie sat at a corner table in the small, cozy restaurant and took down her last spoonful of seafood chowder before nudging the bowl to the other side of the table. She stood up and went to the self service bar at the back wall to refill her coffee. Selecting the blonde roast, she added cream and went back to her table. The empty chowder bowl was gone. She looked at the time on her phone. She had arrived here a half hour early for her meeting with Mark and Garrett. The three of them had a meeting at the office set for earlier this morning, but Garrett ended up having to push it back a few hours and offered to come closer to Ellie.   

      She picked up the copy of the Pine Island Eagle she had brought in with her. The cover featured stories on hurricane preparedness, some road construction in Bokeelia, and a lead article remembering the life of Jim Dodgers, a long time resident who had fought with the 23rd Infantry/Americal Division in Vietnam and had been deeply involved with Post 136 of the American Legion. Jim had a fondness for the water, and on several occasions Ellie had chatted with him down at the marina. Jim had been one of those rare people who, after spending only a few minutes with you, had you walking away believing that he really did like you, whoever you were. And of course, he did. Jim could make you feel like a million bucks because he thought you really were a million bucks; he just didn’t discriminate. Ellie remembered him telling her once that love is what made the world a better place. Not a hippie kind of love, but true affection that was grounded in a belief that sometimes all a person needed was for someone else to believe in them. Men like Jim Dodgers weren’t replaceable. They could only be missed. 

      Ellie opened the paper. Page two featured a full list of vendors for Mango Mania and a map of where each one would be positioned at the south end of the island. The adjacent page was dedicated entirely to Jean Oglesby and her art. A captioned picture of her smiling next to a bright painting of Jimmy Buffett acknowledged Jean as the queen of exhibitionist art in these local waters. Ellie had set the painting she had purchased for Major in her guest bedroom closet. Citrus was a good dog, but he was still a dog, and the last thing she needed was to come home one day and see bits of canvas hanging from his lips. Katie and Chloe would be back next week, and they all planned on having a small family party for Major soon after their arrival. Ellie was happy to say that the painting was from all three of them. 

      An older couple stood up from their table and waved a thank you toward the counter as they walked out of the restaurant. They spoke to each other too loudly, their hearing in dire need of assistance, and were commenting to each other how much they loved this ‘cute little town’ and that, of course, Ruth, we can come back next year, and yes, Harold, I have my purse, and do you want to try and get in a final view of the sunset on the pier tonight before we head on back to Amherst in the morning? Ellie watched them fondly as their clamorous voices waned into the parking area. Maybe one day she would have someone like that to grow old with. She had to agree with them. Matlacha was indeed a ‘cute little town,’ a serenely colorful coastal village that served as a perennial gateway into Pine Island. 

      The front door opened, and Garrett and Mark walked in. They acknowledged Ellie, ordered their drinks, and then, after filling them at the coffee bar, came over and took a seat with her. Ellie folded the paper and set it down.

      “Cool place,” Mark noted, looking at the mural of the water on the far wall. “I’ve never been here before.”

      Garrett checked his watch and took a sip of his coffee. “Thanks for being flexible and rescheduling with me,” he said. “So, what do we need to talk about?”

      It was mid-afternoon, and they were the only ones on this side of the restaurant. Ellie kept her voice low and for the next ten minutes filled her partner and her boss in on the situation with Ronnie and his connection to Eli Oswald. She told them about the drugs and weapons, about Dawson and how he had yet to turn up, and the orange Mustang that passed them as she was bringing Ronnie back. When she finished, Mark looked intrigued, Garrett sober. He asked, “So what are you proposing?” Garrett was always looking for solutions, not just facts. It was why his office was getting things done. 

      “To start with, Mark and I need to see what we can find on this Oswald guy and his little crew. From what Ronnie says, there’s less than a dozen people left who have fallen in line behind him and do his bidding. But those folks are all in and are moving cocaine. If that’s the case I don’t want to let this just slip on by.”

      “Where are his stomping grounds?” Mark asked. 

      “Don’t know yet. Ronnie said Oswald recently moved out to the country and has what he now calls his compound.”

      “That sounds promising,” Garrett quipped. “I’ve never had good associations with the word ‘compound’ when used in a domestic context.”

      “Yeah,” Mark said. “Sounds cultish. Makes me think of Waco.” 

      “So that’s what we’re dealing with,” Ellie said. “I’ve called Dawson’s parole officer, and she says Dawson is on her whisk list.”

      “Whisk list?”

      “I took it as a cute way of saying that once they find Dawson he’s getting whisked back to prison. Anyway, she didn’t have anything for me. I did get the license plate off Curtis Smith’s Mustang when he passed me yesterday. It was registered five months ago in his name. Smith spent three years in juvie for physically assaulting his foster mother. Oswald spent two years in the federal system for leading an illegal protest in Tallahassee, burning the American flag, and resisting arrest. Both of those incidents were nearly twenty years ago when both men were still teenagers. The only other item of interest on either of them was a DUI suffered by Smith six years ago. All that aside, their records, as far as the government is concerned, are clean. I think Mark and I will start working on visiting known residences and hot spots.” 

      “Good,” Garrett said. “Make it happen. I am going to throw out a caveat though. If we find these guys and it really does look like everything your friend Ronnie says is true, then we now have an interagency investigation on our hands. Ellie, you haven't been involved with one of those yet, but let me tell you, they’re about as fun as asking your cousins to help you plan a family reunion. It moves slowly, inefficiently, and everyone starts fighting for what they think is priority. Guns? We’re talking about looping in ATF. Kidnapping? The FBI. I’m not sure I want to get involved in something where the ATF will want to tag along too, especially if you’re not even sure that any drugs these guys might be involved with are being moved through my jurisdiction. Are we sure this Dawson fellow has been kidnapped?”

      “No,” Ellie said. “It’s speculation at this point, but since they obviously know where Jean’s cabin is and Dawson has skipped probation it’s certainly feasible.”

      “He could just be hiding out somewhere,” Mark said. “You know, trying to stay abreast of these people he thinks he’s upset?” 

      “Sure,” Ellie said. “It’s a possibility. You know how these things go. He’s a grown man and no one saw him get nabbed, so there isn’t a lot of gusto in anyone’s sails to go out and try to find him. Anyway, it sounds like he was responsible for ensuring that a lot of cocaine swapped hands. The sooner we start looking into it the better.” 

      “Make it happen.” Garrett said it with finality. 

      Ellie looked out the window, saw a father and son heading toward the bridge, poles bouncing on their shoulders, tackle box and bucket in hand, and it reminded her who the three of them were really working for.
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      The “M” key was broken. Kyle Armstrong pounded it several times in a vain hope that it might start working again. Nothing appeared on the screen. Frustrated, he muttered under his breath and pressed the speaker button on his desk phone. It beeped. At least that button worked. “Laurie?”

      “Yes.” Her voice was strained. 

      “My keyboard is kaput. Can you get me another one by the end of the day? A wireless one, please?”

      “I can, yes. Um...Kyle?”

      “Yeah.”

      “There are some people here to see you. They just walked past me and are heading to your office.”

      “Okay…”

      At that moment Kyle’s office door opened, revealing a tall, hairy man in a wool trench coat and another man of Spanish-looking descent, the sides of whose head were shaved and the longer hair on top pulled back into a short ponytail. A lady in a dark dress suit and heels followed behind them. They entered, shut the door, and stopped in front of his desk. 

      Laurie, still on the speakerphone: “Kyle? Is everything all right?”

      Kyle answered, all the while keeping his eyes on the intruders. “Uh, yeah. Yeah, Laurie. Just fine. I forgot that I had called and invited a consulting agency to come over. Just get me the keyboard, please.”

      “Okay…” 

      He disconnected and stood up. “What is this?” 

      “Well, hello to you too,” Chewy said. “Ringo asked us to come over and say hello.”

      Kyle grit his teeth and whispered through a clenched jaw. “You guys can’t just show up like this. I can’t have people asking questions or getting suspicious. You just freaked my receptionist out.”

      “Ringo knows what he is doing, so please, sit down.” It was Andrés who spoke, and he leaned over the desk until Kyle could smell the scent of a musk cologne. “Sit. Down.”

      Kyle complied and Andrés smiled, leaned back. “Thank you. Kyle, we would like to be on good terms with you. So far you have managed to get our product across state lines in a very comfortable fashion. Ringo sends his thanks.”

      “Well, you can tell him this last truck going to Birmingham is it. After that I’m done. If I’d had any idea I was getting involved with this kind of stuff, I never would have borrowed money from him.”

      “But you did,” Chewy said. “And I believe he forgave that debt.” 

      “He made me move his drugs on my trucks,” Kyle growled. 

      “He did no such thing. What you did, you did of your own free will.”

      “He threatened my family, you jackass. Quit acting like I didn’t have a choice in the matter.”

      “But you did, Kyle. At any time you could have gone to the police and turned us all in. But you did not. Now if you did, we have enough of your documented involvement these last couple months that, even with a plea deal, you would end up in the clink for at least a solid ten. How old will your son and daughter be in ten years? I wonder if your wife would decide to remarry instead of waiting for you to get out.”

      A vein, like a centipede, worked its way across Kyle’s forehead. “Shut up! Just shut up.” He gathered himself and then asked, “What do you want anyway? What did you really come here for?”

      Andrés turned toward the lady that had come with them and in a show of courtesy declined his chin. “This is Yolanda. Your newest employee.”

      Kyle looked at her suspiciously. She was calm, composed. Her long black hair was pulled into a tight ponytail that started high up on her head. She had a long neck and long, smooth legs that stood out of a short skirt. “I’m not hiring right now. Not unless she can drive a forklift.”

      “This is Yolanda. She is your newest employee,” Andrés repeated. “From now on she will be helping with your books. Your...accounting.” Andrés’s broad smile seemed to indicate that he thought he was doing Kyle a favor.  

      “I already have an accountant. Laurie. She works up there at the front, doubles as our secretary.”

      “Kyle. I will say that Ringo expects Yolanda to work here. As an accountant. He has hired her, and she is good at what she does.”

      “But I don’t need—”

      “You do not know what you need. Kyle, you have partnered with Ringo to move some of his product. However, he has identified an additional way in which the two of you might...work together. You move much rum, and, well, that is good for us all. You can help us by selling more rum than you currently do. Yolanda will make sure that happens.”

      “Make sure that happens? An accountant? That’s a job for a sales—” The moment Kyle’s words ceased was the same moment that his synapses fired off and his brain made the intended connection. The color in his face shifted to a sickly hue of ash, and his eyes, rather than widening, drooped down in horror and landed on an unused glass globe paperweight. Kyle said to the paperweight, very slowly, “I’m not laundering money for him too.” His tongue felt unnaturally heavy, like wet cotton, and his throat was now too parched to swallow. 

      Andrés’s brows drew together. “Launder money? Kyle, what kind of men do you think we are?” He looked quizzically at Chewy and then toward Yolanda. “We want everything to be above board. That is why we are coming to you. Yolanda is the best, and she will make sure everything is in working order.”

      Kyle ran all ten fingers through his sandy brown hair. He kept his face toward the desktop, closed his eyes, said, “For how long?”

      “As long as you and Ringo are in business,” Chewy said. “Which if I had to guess—and I don’t like to guess, I never win in Vegas—I would guess indefinitely.”

      Kyle rose from his chair. “You tell Ringo I want to see him. If he’s going to do business with me, then I don’t want his henchmen coming around here making trouble.”

      “Trouble? I don’t think we’re making any trouble. And I don’t know what kind of movies you watch, but we’re not henchmen.” Chewy resettled his coat on his shoulders and drew his arms across his chest. He looked liked he was shivering. 

      “You’re cold?” Kyle asked.

      “Yes. Very.”

      Kyle stared at him, bewildered. It was eighty-seven degrees outside, and here in the offices the thermostat was set to seventy-two. 

      Andrés set a hand on Yolanda’s shoulder and gave it a gentle squeeze. “We will leave you and Kyle to chat. Kyle, you might tell Laurie that Yolanda was a referral from a good friend. Or something. I am sure you will spin it right. That was Laurie that we met coming in, yes?”

      “Yes.” When Kyle gazed past Andrés, his eyes fell on the framed one dollar bill hanging on the wall beside the door. The symbolic first dollar the distillery ever made. But what got his attention right now, and what made him think that his eyes were playing tricks on him, was that George Washington’s face was no longer a creamy green. It was turning darker. And now it looked black. No, it was black, and not a Frederick Douglass kind of black either; more like coal black, like someone had spilled over the contents of an inkwell. 

      “Kyle...are you still with me?” 

      And now the ink, or whatever it was, started running out of the small frame and making two thin tracks down the wall. The two tracks grew wider and then branched out into little rivulets, thickened, and Kyle could see that they had now taken the shape of someone’s hands. Not just anyone’s hands. George Washington's hands. Well, no, that wasn’t quite right. He knew whose hands they really were. They were his, black and sodden with the filth of dirty money. 

      When he looked back to the frame, the ink had gone and ol’ Georgie’s complexion had returned to normal, but now he was looking at Kyle with disdain, shaking his head at him the disappointed way a mother might do when she finds out you’ve been clandestinely smoking a little reefer behind her hibiscus.  

      Oh, great. Now he was hearing voices. Or, more precisely, just one: George's. “You wouldn’t tell a lie now, would you, Kyle? Surely not about something like this? Washing someone’s dirty money? Don’t tell me all that talk you heard as a boy about me chopping down that cherry tree did you no good at all, Kyle.” George Washington’s voice was far deeper than Kyle had imagined it might be. 

      Chewy snapped his fingers in Kyle’s face. It worked. Kyle gave a kind of shivered jolt and took an unsteady step backwards. “Good. You’re still with us. You had Andrés here worried for a second.”

      Kyle needed to rest. Or a drink. Or both. Yes, certainly both. 

      “Laurie looks like a nice lady,” Chewy was saying. “I would hate for her to get nosy and for something unfortunate to happen to her, so handle this wisely. Yolanda will be our eyes and ears from now on. I would suggest you don’t underestimate her.” With that, Andrés and Chewy put their backs to Kyle and walked out of his office.

      Yolanda turned her attention to him, offering a cold, professional smile. “So, where is my desk?”
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      When Ellie approached the side door leading into Major’s home, she heard a rhythmic thumping coming from inside, varied and discordant. She opened the door, walked through the kitchen and across the living room, and then took the carpeted stairs up to the second floor. She poked her head into the first room on the right. Ronnie was behind a full drum set, focused and maybe a little irritated. A large poster was pinned to the wall behind him: the Beatles walking across the zebra crossing near their Abbey Road studios. Major was standing to the side, his back to the door, his head moving slightly with the beat of the drums. 

      “Hey!” she called out.

      Ronnie looked in her direction and lifted his chin to her by way of a greeting, but he kept playing. When Major turned and saw Ellie, his face brightened, and he walked over and gave her firm hug from the side. They watched Ronnie for a while, and when he finally stopped he was breathing heavily. 

      “Not bad, Ronnie,” Ellie said. It was, in fact, very bad. But her father had brought her up to be polite. He had also raised her not to lie. In this case, the latter assisted the former.

      “I was texting with a couple old buddies last night,” Ronnie said, “and we got to talking about maybe starting a band. I use to play these things, you know. The drums.”

      “You don’t say.”

      “Yeah. I didn’t realize how rusty I’d gotten. Been years since I played.” He paused. “Did you need something?”

      “I wanted to give you an update. Based on the information you’ve provided, my partner and I are going to work on locating Curtis Smith and Eli Oswald.”

      “That’s good, Ellie. That’s real good. It’s like I said, Eli is something else. If you find him you’ve got to be real careful. It took me a while to realize he was no good, but when I did…” He jerked his thumb over his shoulder.

      “And you have no idea where this new place of theirs is?”

      “Nope. He only let a handful in on it.” 

      “Well, if by a long stretch you do hear from Dawson, make sure I’m the first to know.”

      “You got it.” He twirled a drum stick through his fingers, and it came loose, flew across the room, and hit the floor lamp. He looked guiltily at Major. “Sorry.”

      Major walked over and picked it up. “Don’t worry about it.” He handed it back to Ronnie, said to Ellie, “Want to get a drink downstairs with me?” 

      “Always.” Ronnie was playing again before they had made it to the top of the stairs, and they went down and into the kitchen. Major pulled a couple Landsharks from the fridge and popped the tops. He handed one to Ellie, and they each found a place to sit in the living room. 

      “You’re doing a good job, you know.”

      “With what?”

      “Your work at the DEA. You helped take down that network we all read about in the paper. That’s a big deal.”

      “Thanks. It does feel good to be doing something meaningful.”

      “Oh, so pouring drinks at my bar isn’t meaningful?” He winked at her. 

      “Totally meaningless. Can’t see how anyone could enjoy that.” She winked back. 

      Major took a pull on his beer. “Ronnie’s a good kid. He can stay here for as long as he needs to. Just...be careful out there, okay?”

      “I will. I always am.”

      “You’re tenacious,” he said. “You got that quality from your mother, you know.”

      “Yeah?”

      “Yeah.” 

      Upstairs, the drumming stopped, and they heard the bathroom door shut.  

      “I’m going to the Caribbean for a few days after the festival,” Major said. 

      “No kidding. Where?”

      “Not sure yet. I’m meeting up with an old friend who’s going to be out that way. Somewhere in the Bahamas if I had to bet. He’s one of those people who doesn’t decide exactly where until he gets close.” 

      “I’m glad you’re finding time to take a break,” she said. “You work too hard.”

      “Thanks, kiddo.”

      “How long will you be gone? You’ll be back to pick up Katie and Chloe from the airport with me?”

      He grimaced. “No, but I emailed Katie a couple hours ago to let her know. I’ll be back just a day or two later.”

      “No worries. Don’t forget about your birthday party. Just the four of us.”

      He smiled. “Can’t wait.” 

      When Ellie left a half hour later, Ronnie’s rhythm had somehow managed to have gotten worse, the cacophony spilling all the way down the street like a clunky truck.
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      Ellie and Mark had spent all morning at the office combing through printouts of anything they could find on Eli Oswald and Curtis Smith: past residences, old credit and debit card statements noting where purchases were made and how often, utility bills, ISP information for their internet connections, and smartphone geo-locations. The only bank account between the two was with SunTrust and still active, but it had a zero balance, no transactions in the last four months, and when they called the bank had informed them that the statements started coming back last month. 

      Ideally, they would have another team working through additional information on the other names Ronnie had provided, the names of those who were still counted among Oswald’s little following. But it was just the two of them—Garrett couldn’t put anyone else on this—so for now, their focus was narrow. 

      So, they had come away with very little. Eli Oswald, it seemed, had ghosted. The last phone number they had for him now belonged to a Charles Hinkle in Bonita Springs, and no title, utilities, or real estate transactions surfaced with his name on them. And the same with Curtis Smith. The Mustang was registered in his name but remained under an address that he hadn’t lived at in nearly a year. They knew that because that had been the first location they visited earlier today. It was an apartment in Estero, and the mother of four now living there hardly spoke English and had never heard of either Oswald or Smith. The front office was no help either, although Mark was content to grab a couple cookies intended for potential residents on his way out. 

      The second location had taken them to a mobile home in Immokalee. It was vacant—gutted really. Nothing there but the carpet. Even the stove had been taken. 

      Now, at their third and final stop, they sat on the back porch that belonged to Eli Oswald’s older brother, Drew. The home sat on the west end of the Golden Gate Estates community in Naples. Eli’s brother had done well for himself. The three-acre lot was endowed with dozens of pine and fruit trees, an enclosed pool, and a small barn. 

      Drew Oswald was of average height and looked like he might be carrying around two-twenty. His face was full and elongated, not dissimilar to a horse, albeit less pronounced. He hadn’t looked surprised when he opened his front door, glanced at Ellie’s badge, and heard the topic of conversation. He escorted them to his back porch where he was grilling and directed Ellie and Mark into a couple lawn chairs. He stood near the grill as he spoke. “I’d be lying if I said I didn’t expect you guys, or someone like you, before now.”

      “Why’s that?” Ellie asked.

      “If Eli’s in trouble, it doesn’t surprise me. What’s he gotten himself into?”

      “Unfortunately, I can’t provide specifics,” she said. “But we were hoping you might have an idea as to his whereabouts.”

      Drew huffed. “I wish I did. He never tells me, and I never ask.”

      “When was the last time you saw him?” Mark asked.

      “I guess that would have been about three, maybe four months ago?”

      “Is that typical?” Ellie asked. “So much time in between visits?”

      “Oh sure. Sometimes longer. You never know with him. And ‘typical’ isn’t a word you would use in the same sentence with Eli. He’s unpredictable. Eccentric.”

      Ronnie had also used that last word to describe Eli. “Eccentric?” 

      “Just, well, I would say flamboyant, but that holds a certain connotation these days. He has a...colorful personality.”

      “What about any contact when he’s not here? Phone calls? Emails?”

      “No. He’s not so great about any of that stuff.” Drew lifted the lid to the grill and flipped the two chicken breasts. He shut the lid again. 

      Ellie asked, “What you know about Harlan Tucker?”

      Drew blew a long puff of air from his cheeks, lowered his brows. “I don’t know,” he finally said. “I never met the guy. Eli left me a copy of his book a couple years ago.” He pointed inside with his head. “It’s on a bookshelf in there. I’d be lying if I said I’d read the whole thing. It’s not bad...just not my thing. I think Harlan Tucker was probably a good guy and meant well. Don’t know that I could say more than that. Eli liked him though.”

      “So your brother was close to him?”

      “Couldn’t say. I’m not sure Eli is all that close to anyone. But if it suits him, he’ll let them think he is.”

      “Does that apply to you as well?”

      “Absolutely. Eli and I aren't close. I love him, and he’s always welcome here, but it’s hard for me to trust someone who hides behind an ever-changing exterior.” 

      They spent the next several minutes inquiring about Drew’s own career, how long he had lived here, and his and Eli’s family. Drew had spent his entire adult life with an agricultural engineering firm, never married, and he and Eli were the only children of parents already passed. 

      “Here’s the thing you have to keep in mind about my brother. He’s smart. And he knows he’s smart. He can put up a front better than Howie Mandel. On one hand he’s talking with you and laughing with you, but all the while”–Drew whirled an index finger near his temple–“he’s got something going on up in here.”

      “As in crazy?” Mark asked.

      “Oh no, no. Not crazy at all. Brilliant. The cogs are whirling, and you couldn’t tell that he was scheming something if you got up close and stared deep into his icy blues. I won’t say I got the short end of the stick because I’ve done well for myself. But Eli, he got an extra stick altogether.”  

      “Does he have any favorite hangouts that you know of?”

      “I don’t.”

      “This address is on your brother’s driver’s license.” Ellie left the question implied. 

      “My home is a constant in Eli’s life. He knows he’s always welcome, and from time to time he sticks his head in for a few weeks.”

      “Did he say anything out of the ordinary or look any different the last time you saw him?”

      “So something you need to know about Eli is that he’s always saying things out the ordinary. Like ‘I do wish it would snow tonight,’ or ‘When the saints come marching in heads are gonna roll.’ I know it sounds like he’s nuts, but he’s speaking to himself in his own vernacular. He just says and does random things all the time. Last time I saw him he had just gotten a tattoo of a parrot on his shoulder. A purple parrot.” He shook his head. “Big eyes, deep purple feathers. I don’t get it, but then that’s Eli.”  

      “Does any mail come for him?”

      “Oh sure. But I just toss it out. He’d never open them.” He lifted the lid again and poked at the meat. “I don’t know if someone else pays his bills or if he just doesn't pay them. He just never gives attention to it. He’ll leave after staying a month or so, and a thin stack of envelopes with his name on them will still be sitting on my kitchen counter, untouched.”

      “Would you hold onto anything that comes in?”

      He shrugged. “Sure.” 

      Ellie stood, and Mark followed suit. They thanked Drew for his time.

      “Look, I don’t know what he’s into,” Drew said. “I wish I could say you’re barking up the wrong tree, but you may very well not be. If I hear from him, you’ll be the first to know.” 

      They said their goodbyes, and Ellie and Mark got back in her truck. As they were pulling onto Collier Boulevard, Ellie said, “Strange, isn’t it?” 

      “What’s that?”

      “How two people can basically have the same upbringing—the same rules, parents, and experiences—and yet turn out completely different from each other.”

      “Yeah. After what you relayed to me what Ronnie said about Eli, I half expected his brother to be some weirdo. Seemed like a pretty normal guy though.” 

      They compared notes during the half hour drive back to the office. As they were pulling in Tyler had called and informed her that his swag for Mango Mania had come in, and asked her to come up later that afternoon so they could open the boxes together. After she dropped Mark off Ellie went home and took Citrus on a five mile run to clear her head and work through the conversation she had with Eli Oswald's brother. When she got back to the house she had just enough time to make herself a green smoothie and take a quick shower before leaving again to meet Tyler.
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      The Silverado’s engine ticked as Ellie walked away from it. She made her way across the earthen parking lot and over to the cinder block building that contained Reticle’s offices. Tyler was up front near the stalls talking with his range boss and, by the sound of the conversation, a patron interested in a monthly membership. Ellie dipped inside and walked down the hall to the gunsmithing shop at the back. The room was broad and boasted several tables and tools: a mini-milling machine, belt sander, bolted table-top vice, and a grinder. A 14" x 40" gunsmithing lathe sat on the rear wall, Reticle’s newest piece of equipment. Rifles of all types were racked on tables, ready to be to custom altered or cleaned by a pro. Two cardboard boxes sat on the table in the center of the room, one large, one small. A blue and yellow logo was stamped across the sides: “Genius Print.” She walked over to them and resisted the urge to open them. She thought it was cute that Tyler already had a successful business but could get so excited about a couple boxes of trinkets with Reticle’s logo on them.    

      The sound of boot heels echoed down the hallway. Tyler asked as he walked in, “You didn’t open them, did you?”

      “Of course.” 

      He slipped a pocket knife from his jeans, flipped the blade out, and it clicked as it locked into place. He looked at Ellie with bright, anticipatory eyes. “Ready?”

      “No. Can we build the suspense a little more?”

      “No...we can’t,” and with a few quick motions Tyler had severed the clear tape. He closed the blade and returned the knife to his pocket. Ellie slid the small box closer, and Tyler grabbed the large one, both of them peeling back the flaps and looking inside. Ellie’s box was filled with metal keychains bearing Reticle’s logo, available, it seemed, in three different colors: blue, red, and black. She pulled a red one out and examined it. It was circular, a little smaller than a half dollar. It was dense, heavier than Ellie had anticipated. 

      “These are great,” she said.

      Next to her, Tyler sighed. 

      “What’s wrong?”

      He shook his head, said nothing, and handed her a koozie. 

      She gave it a once over before a laugh slipped out that she couldn’t suppress. She set her fingers to her mouth to stifle the next one. “Oh, Tyler.” Tragedy and hilarity had coalesced into a koozie. She laughed again.

      “This is funny?” he asked.

      Ellie looked back down on the koozie. Genius Print, as it was, had misspelled Reticle’s name, replacing the “R” with a “T”: “Teticle.”

      “Do you know what that word looks like?” he said.

      “Certainly,” she snickered. “And everyone else will too.”

      “Unbelievable.” He reached into the box and dug through the rest of them. “They’re all like this. Every one of them. What am I supposed to do with these?”

      “You could donate them to that guy who has his billboards all over Fort Myers. That doctor who claims to have done over ten thousand vasectomies.”

      “How do they get the keychains right and get the koozies wrong?” 

      “Genius Print,” Ellie said slowly, and then laughed.

      “Genius Print, my butt,” Tyler said. “I’m not going to be able to get them to fix this in time.”  

      “A lot of places do overnight.”

      “I don’t want to pay the extra,” he said. “I’ll just get these folks to refund me.” 

      “At least the keychains are nice.” She handed him one.

      “Yeah. At least these aren’t named after a body part.” 

      “I want that one,” she said. 

      He gave it back and sighed again.
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      He kept his eyes closed as the waking nightmare descended onto him once again. He thought that this must be how people feel the morning after they wake up in the slammer with a pounding headache and a charge hanging over them for vehicular manslaughter, all because they had left the party too late and told Dougy they didn’t need a designated driver and then drove away, swerving down the street with a BAC of .23. 

      But Kyle Armstrong wasn’t drinking last night—he was tonight though, oh boy, was he—and he hadn’t hit anyone with his car. No, but what he had done was wait until Yo-lan-da left the office this afternoon and then booted up her laptop. He knew the password; Laurie was the one who had created it. It was a company computer after all, and Kyle had every right to access it. He spent the next two hours looking at spreadsheets and document revisions, digging through accounting software, each passing moment growing more and more paranoid, until Carlene had called him, mildly frustrated that he wasn’t home yet and informing him that dinner was on its way to getting cold.   

      Now, Carlene was inside, the kids asleep, and Kyle sat on his porch swing with a bottle of Evan Williams at his feet and a mason jar a quarter full of the stuff firmly in his grip. His entire adult life, whenever stress got to him, he went for whiskey before rum. He didn’t know why that was. He always woke up feeling about a full barrel worse than he did with the rum. 

      Early last month, when Ringo approached him about moving his drugs, he thought that would be it. Sliding some of his packages into a few boxes of rum, sending it north, picking the skin off his thumbs until there was no more left, having the product delivered safely; do that three or four times and he would be done with the grimy pollutant that was Ringo. But Kyle had been accused of being myopic more than once before. Yet somehow, in spite of this weakness, he had built a highly successful business in an industry that was quickly becoming oversaturated. Even today, he had gotten an email from California. A chain of liquor stores called Golden Agave wanted his rum. And not just a little bit; more than he had on hand. This stuff didn’t just appear out of thin air. It took time: three, six, twelve, fifteen years, et cetera, et cetera. But Wild Palm had only been cranking along for five years now. He wasn’t one to speed the process or add caramel color to his batches to deceive the very deceivable masses. His father had taught him to do better than that. 

      His father.

      A kindly but strong man’s man who had turned a small hardware store in Kansas into a chain across the Midwest before he sold out to Ace Hardware thirteen years ago for millions. Kyle had inherited his father’s ability to create and sustain something meaningful. 

      Kyle had taken the family home to Kansas for the holidays last year, and after presents had been opened and all the wives and kids went into the kitchen for hot chocolate, Kyle's father looked over at him from his high back chair near the fireplace and said, “I’m so proud of you, son.”

      Kyle had never been the soft type, and, like his old man, he never cried. Ever. But in that moment—one of those moments that a young man seems to yearn for and forms the basis of all his work on—after his father had said those words, his emotional furniture was rearranged, and he swallowed the rock in his esophagus, turned his head, and blinked four times. He was successful. The tears never came.

      “Thanks, Dad.” In those eight words a full conversation had elapsed, one that sent Kyle back home to Florida with the energy and self confidence of a high school quarterback in front of the cheerleading squad. 

      But all that had changed after Ringo showed up and forced Kyle’s hand. Kyle was now using this business as a means to move cocaine into the heart cavities of his country. And as of three days ago he was laundering money too. Laurie was going to ask questions. She had already started after Andrés and Chewy left, after Yolanda stayed and he had to tell her someone else was now handling the accounting. 

      “But I handle that,” Laurie had said. “And what I can't do Vic Hapner handles. He’s the best accountant in the county, you know that, Kyle. What’d you go and hire someone else to do it for?”

      And all Kyle could say was that they were growing and he wanted to bring it in-house. That seemed to satisfy her. Except Yolanda was not the most genial of people. Yolanda was all business. Flat expression, didn’t say much, got her work done, and left. Laurie liked to talk—grandkids, Florida State football, local gossip—and soon she would figure out little Yolanda wasn’t interested in being her friend or yapping about why Tina Caldwell didn't make it to the Silver Ladies luncheon. Once Laurie got stale about all that, she would start poking her nose into things. It was all a little too much. 

      The words reverberated through the air, just as they had when Kyle’s father had spoken them eight months ago. 

      I’m proud of you, son. 

      The happy tears did eventually come; they had come later that evening as Kyle sat alone on his father’s front porch with a glass of Glenlivet. They were the kind of tears that you could quickly wipe away if your wife opens the front door and comes out to ask you if you had brushed the kids’ teeth. Still though, they were true tears. His dad had told him he was proud of him, and now Kyle was nipple-deep in the dark underworld of drugs and dirty money. And that didn’t happen to be the worst of it. No, the worst of it was that Kyle let Ringo threaten his family, let Ringo wiggle his mangy hands down his crotch, down past his belt line, and grab him tight by the balls. Kyle had the resources to hide if needed. Somewhere far away even. He could have called the cops and told them who it was that was blackmailing him and what other product Wild Palm had been distributing. Sure, they may not have believed him at first, but they would have come around. Until then Kyle could have taken the family and driven up to the Finger Lakes and disappeared, waiting for it all to blow over. 

      But he didn’t. 

      It would have been nothing to get in Ringo’s face that Sunday when he came over and told Kyle he would be using Wild Palm to move some of his blow.  

      But he didn’t. 

      He could have given Andrés and Chewy the finger two days ago, told Yo-lan-da to scram, and then hauled tail to New York. 

      But he didn’t do that either. 

      And the most afflicting thing about it was not that he had failed to stop it before it started. No, the worst part about all of this was that Kyle Armstrong was a coward. His spine was made of papier-mâché. No one could be proud of a coward, and wasn’t it Shakespeare or Julius Caesar who said that cowards die many times before their deaths; that the valiant taste death but once? 

      Kyle felt dead.

      It would be the first of many. 

      His wife, with whom he shared all, was inside checking email on her laptop, maybe watching reruns of Parenthood. Her husband was a drug dealer. 

      His son and daughter were in their beds asleep, dreaming of whatever innocent kids dream about—Optimus Prime and Elsa? Their father was a drug dealer. 

      Worse, even. He was the guy who made sure the drug dealers’ businesses thrived. Without men like Kyle their operations simply limped along, no wind in their sails.  

      He downed the last of the bourbon and wiped his lips with the back of his hand. He couldn’t speak up now. It was too late. The last six weeks had seen him move hundreds of kilos across state lines. They would cut him a deal for squealing, but Andrés had been correct when he noted that Kyle would still be looking at ten years easy. Maybe twenty. He knew because he had Googled it, and Florida case law in this instance was easy to come by.

      Somehow, in just a very short amount of time, Kyle had managed to fall into a nightmare of grand proportions. He was a drug dealer now. Another cog in the grand ol’ machine that kept the cartels high on the hog. 

      His glass was empty. He needed another drink. He reached for the bottle of Evan Williams and bumped it. It fell out of reach. He stood up, too fast, and felt the space between his ears turn to fuzz. He reached out and grabbed the porch swing for balance, but the swing, as porch swings tend to do, moved beneath his weight. Kyle pitched forward and, with nothing else to grab onto, planted his face into the pine floorboards and saw a spangled flash of tiny starlight before sleep came early.
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      The Mango Mania Festival was held the third weekend of August and saw the celebrated fruit being brought in by the truck load, most of it coming straight from the north end of the Island. 

      Local growers, besides furnishing mangoes, brought along every possible mango dish and fixing. Tables and pop-up tents were filled with dried mango, mango ice cream, mango soup, mango mustards and jams, mango curry, and dozens of other recipes. Trying to list off all of them brought to mind Bubba Blue on the bus, rattling off to Forrest Gump all the possible ways there were to cook shrimp. The festival brought Saint James City its busiest weekend of the year, with nearly all of the island’s ten thousand inhabitants showing up to take part and thousands more pouring in from all over the state. 

      Fish houses set up tables with fryers, offering up local catches of crab, fish, and shrimp. Merchants selling festival t-shirts, conch shells, and fish were perched all along the southern tip of Oleander Street and halfway down the Norma Jean pier. 

      Jean Oglesby had a large pop-up tent set up right next to The Salty Mangrove, the most sought after location for merchants on this busy weekend. Jean had once confided in Ellie that every time the festival came around, she made enough money selling her art and merchandise to pay her mortgage for the next twelve months. Judging by the size and location of Jean’s home, that was not a small amount of money. 

      Tyler and Ellie walked up the ramp that led to the bar. Tyler had driven in from Cape Coral, parked at her house, and they walked down to the marina together, navigating congested parking and whining golf carts. With the crowds came traffic. Cars would line Stringfellow Road for a mile on each shoulder, and the island’s governance ran shuttles all the way from Pine Island Center seven miles north. 

      Ellie had considered bringing Citrus but had finally decided against it. Citrus didn’t do leashes. He would have gotten down here and been so excited that this many people had come out to see him that he would have run off the end of the pier in sheer, uncontainable excitement. And there was no doggie ramp. 

      Live trop-rock music greeted them as they walked past The Salty Mangrove and out onto the wider boardwalk. Joel Henderson’s laid-back tunes sounded like a musical marriage between Jimmy Buffett and Glenn Campbell and that, along with the suds being poured freely at the bar behind them, had everyone in a relaxed mood, feeling as if they were in their own slice of paradise. Major was moving at a near-frantic pace behind the bar like a mother trying to feed a gaggle of toddlers at snack time. He beamed when he noticed her and waved just before a patron stole his attention away. Ellie had offered to help him this weekend—his busiest of the year—but he had insisted otherwise.  

      “Hey, look at this,” Tyler said. Ellie followed him over to a couple children juggling mangoes. A small crowd had gathered and was oohing and aahing over their skills. The children, a boy and a girl, no older than ten, were in a coordinated rhythm, flicking mangoes to each other. Ellie counted nine in the air at a time. “I can do that,” Tyler said. 

      “Sure you can.”

      “I mean, really. I juggled chainsaws in Texas. At spring bluebonnet festivals. People ate it up.”

      “You can’t even hold your truck keys without dropping them.”

      “I said chainsaws, Ellie. Car keys...those are a whole different beast. Very slippery. Lots of pieces.”

      She shook her head. “Come on. Let’s see what else there is.”

      Tyler fished a couple dollars from his jeans and tossed them into a bucket at the children’s feet. He caught up to Ellie, and they made their way down the pier, finally stopping at a table that sold beach-themed jewelry. The young owner was busy talking to another couple. The table was filled with necklaces made of shark teeth, tiny shells, and sand dollars, small lockets filled with sand, and wire earrings molded into every kind of sea life. A necklace made of green and blue sea glass caught Ellie’s attention. She pinched at the thin silver chain and held it up. Ellie didn’t own much jewelry, locally made or otherwise, but she liked this one. She waited for the owner to finish with the other couple and then asked, “How much?”

      “Twenty-two dollars.”

      Tyler reached into his back pocket and grabbed his wallet with one hand while the other slipped the necklace out of Ellie’s hand. “I’ve got this.”

      “Hey, I’m a big girl. I can get it.”

      “I know you can. But I’m a bigger boy, and I’ve decided to get it for you.” He threw her a wink, and Ellie conceded, a flutter crossing her stomach. He fished out a twenty and a ten dollar bill and handed them over. “Keep the change.”

      The girl behind the table brightened. “Thank you. Do you want me to wrap it for you?”

      “Nah.” Tyler stepped in front of Ellie and maneuvered the chain through her hair and around the back of her neck. He was close, and Ellie felt the warmth of his strong chest radiating onto her cheeks. He stepped back, assessing her. “That’s nice. Pretty necklace on a pretty girl.” He looked down. His green eyes filled her blues.

      A warm, muted crimson crept up Ellie’s neck. “Thank you.” She pulled her eyes away and looked down on the jewelry. “It’s nice.”

      “Come on,” he said, and started walking again. They kept going, scanning the vendors, both of them silently reflecting on the moment that had just passed between them. They came to a white pop-up tent on their left. A banner hung at the front: Wild Palm Distillery.

      A man that looked to be Ellie and Tyler’s age greeted them. He was tall, slender, had short brown hair and a strong forehead. His eyes were kind.

      Ellie said hello and asked, “Are you the owner?” 

      “That I am. Kyle Armstrong.” He reached out and shook both their hands. 

      “My uncle loves your rum,” Ellie said. “He always has a couple bottles at his house and sells a ton of it at his bar.” She noticed a big knot on the right side of his forehead, like he had whacked into something, wondered how he had gotten it, and decided not to ask him about it.  

      “Yeah?” he said, smiling. He grabbed a bottle from the table and twisted the cap. He poured a little into two plastic shot glasses and handed one to Ellie, one to Tyler. “Who’s your uncle?”

      “Warren Hall. He’s owns The Salty Mangrove.” Ellie tilted the tiny cup back, and just before the clear liquid entered her mouth she saw Kyle Armstrong’s expression change. It was hardly noticeable, but Ellie had been trained to notice hardly noticeable. It was a quick descent of the eyebrows and, behind them, worried eyes. Kyle recovered in an instant.  

      Tyler hadn’t noticed. He lowered the cup and winced against the burn of the rum. “So good,” he said. 

      “Glad you like it,” Kyle said. A small girl popped out from behind him and waved at Ellie. 

      “Hello,” she giggled, and then said, “you’re pretty.” 

      “Thank you,” Ellie said. “You’re pretty too.”

      Kyle set a gentle hand on the crown of the girl’s head. “This is my daughter, Sophia. My best employee.”

      “Nice to meet you, Sophia,” Tyler said. “Are you the taste tester?”

      Ellie sent an elbow into his ribs, and he coughed. He looked at Kyle. “Sorry, just kidding.”

      Kyle laughed, patted his daughter’s head again. “She makes sure that the table has enough cups on it.” A couple men dressed in biker leathers approached. Kyle excused himself and gave the newcomers his fresh attention. 

      Ellie and Tyler continued on down the newly repaired section of the pier, passing more vendors and stopping at a tent whose owner Ellie knew well. “Sharla, you’re not out of that mango ice cream yet, are you?”

      “Ellie. Hi, sweetie.” Sharla came around the table and gave Ellie a hug. “It’s always so good to see you.” She stepped back and looked at the man beside Ellie. “Tyler, right?”

      “Yes, ma’am. That’s what my mother named me, even if I didn’t have a say so in the matter.” 

      She gave Tyler a hug too and then returned to the shade of the tent. “Gary went to go get more ice cream out of the cold storage. We made twice as much as we did last year, but it’s going twice as fast. Here.” Sharla reached into an ice chest and pulled out two paper cups with lids on them. She extended them, and Ellie and Tyler each took one. Sharla handed them a couple spoons. “These are on me,” she said. “Gary added something extra to it this year, and I think it’s one of the reasons it’s selling so fast. People can’t get enough of it.” 

      “It’s mangoes, isn’t it?” Tyler said. “He added mangoes, didn’t he?”

      Sharla shook her head. “I can’t believe it.” She leaned in and whispered. “If anyone finds out, they’ll just go out and make it themselves.”

      “Good thing I’m an expert at keeping secrets,” he said.

      “All right then. Let’s make sure it stays that way.”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      “Sharla,” Ellie asked. “Is Jimmy Joe Claude still working with you?”

      “You bet your biscuits he is. I was telling Gary just yesterday that other than Carlos, Jimmy is one of the best employees we’ve had in years. He shows up on time, gets his work done properly, and stays late if we need him to. I know he had a lot of trouble with the law there for a while, but it looks like he may have really turned himself around.”

      Ellie was half impressed. Jimmy Joe Claude had been in and out of prison much of his adult life. A couple months ago, he had offered up a couple key leads for Ellie's investigation into the local drug trade which brought about several arrests and the breakdown of a large drug organization.  

      “He’s a hard worker,” Sharla continued. “In that way he reminds me of myself when I was younger. Did you know that before Gary and I moved here we owned a cattle ranch up in Montana?” 

      “You’re kidding me. How did I not know that?” 

      “I’m sure your father did. I know Warren does. Anyway, it was awful. All the cattle got diseased, and they had to get put down. We ended up going bankrupt. The man who owned the plantation that is now The Groovy Grove actually lived just a few miles from us, and he didn’t know anything about growing mangoes properly, nor, apparently, did the folks he put in charge down here. Gary and I, we didn’t know either, but we were willing to learn. So we bought the place from him and came on down. Watching Jimmy ask a million questions about mangoes and working hard at it reminded me, I guess, of myself all those years ago. Gary too, of course.” Sharla took a five dollar bill from a customer and handed him a cup of ice cream. “Did you hear there’s a decent hurricane brewing in the Atlantic? I sure hope it stays away. I really don’t want a mess on my hands.”

      “I guess you’ve been through a couple of those,” Tyler noted.

      “We have. Every time, we lose trees and most of the fruit ends up ripped off. We lose an entire season.” 

      A crowd of teenagers gathered to the booth. “We’ll let you take care of them,” Ellie said.

      “Good to see you both,” Sharla said, and waved a quick goodbye as they turned to leave. 

      Ellie and Tyler kept on down the pier until they came to the last table and turned back. Halfway back up the pier a voice came from behind them. “You kids being good?” It was Major. They turned around. 

      “For now,” Tyler said. “We’re going to egg The Salty Mangrove later tonight.” He looked down at Ellie. “Was it okay to tell him that?”

      “What are you doing out here?” Ellie asked Major. “The bar’s hopping, isn’t it?” 

      Sweat was glistening off his forehead. “The temp help is doing great. I had to run a couple bags of ice up to Henry Salvers’ tent. He called me and said he was running out and couldn’t get away.” He rolled his eyes lightheartedly. “The Mangrove, as you know, has the only ice machine out here.” He put a hand into a pocket. “I passed Reticle’s table, Tyler, and picked up a keychain.” He brought his hand out. A blue one. “These are terrific. You know, you should have gotten some koozies too. I’m sure they would have been a big hit.” He laughed. 

      Tyler’s eyes moved to half mast. He looked at Ellie. “You told him?”

      “Of course I told him. I couldn’t keep something like that to myself.”

      “Tyler,” Major said, “you really should consider renaming your whole enterprise. Reticle. It’s just not as memorable as say...Teticle.”

      Tyler sighed. “Good grief. I’m not going to live this down, am I?” 

      “Not a chance,” Ellie laughed. 

      “I’ve got to run, kids,” Major said. “Be good.” He picked up his pace and hurried back toward the bar. 

      The live music at The Salty Mangrove grew louder as they drew nearer; the low pitched rhythm of the buleador, deep notes of the guitar, and the earthy, resonant timbre of the marimba together formed a distinct genre that had a magical ability to work its way into your muscles and relax them. “You want a drink?” Tyler asked. 

      “Sure. A longneck is fine.” As she mindlessly scanned the crowds down the boardwalk and looked over the sea of tents, tables, and festival goers, she thought she saw someone she knew. Someone from her past. He wore a gray ball cap pulled down low over his eyes. She quickly shrugged it off as an overactive imagination. But then she paused on instinct.  

      “Give me a minute. I’ll catch up to you in a little bit,” she told Tyler, and looked back over the crowd. 

      “Umm...okay. Everything good?”

      Her eyes were fixed over the sea of people. “Yeah. Yeah, it’s fine. Give me a few minutes. I’ll find you.” She walked off, her face set hard toward the point in the crowd where she had seen Virgil disappear.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nineteen

          

        

      

    

    
      He had intended for her to see him, to subtly catch her eye. Coincidences happened. What did not happen was one of the best spooks in the world randomly showing up in your small hometown on the busiest weekend of the year. As she brushed through the crowds, Ellie’s mind raced, trying to conceive why he would be here. During their six years as a team, no one had known each other’s real names. Toward the end, when she and Voltaire had begun a clandestine relationship, she had learned his—Brian Carter—but that was it. Virgil being here meant that he knew her and knew something that had led him to search her out and find her. She quickly negotiated baby strollers and loud groups of young men who had already consumed a little too much to drink. She passed The Salty Mangrove and walked toward the marina. The crowds thinned out as she drew closer to the marina. She passed the empty slips—most of the boats were out on the water for the day—and approached the marina’s dry dock. She stepped inside, looked around, and walked past a row of steel racks and several boats. A thin metallic click carried across the building. It came from the back, from behind the farthest row of boats. The only door back there led to a storage room used to keep fishing equipment in the off season. Ellie walked down an aisle, passing a rack of skiffs and bowriders, her sneakers silently padding along the concrete floor. 

      She opened the door and stepped inside the storage area with heightened senses. There he was. Standing at the end of the room, on her left, his back toward her, handling a fishing pole that he had pulled back from the wall. “Ellie. How are you?”

      It had been almost four years since TEAM 99 had been disbanded, but hearing Virgil’s strong voice—seeing him—brought back a flood of emotions, nostalgia the most prominent.     

      Ellie didn’t answer him. Hearing him say her real name was unnatural. She had only ever heard him address her as Pascal. Virgil set the tip of the fishing rod back against the wall and turned around. He looked nearly the same: thick, muscular upper body, legs as stout as tree trunks. The spaces beneath his eyes had started to hollow, but his complexion was still as smooth as butter; he still had that plump baby face.  

      Inquiry overruled a certain happiness she felt in seeing him again. She offered only a partial smile. “What are you doing here?” 

      “Sorry to interrupt your fun. You look good.”

      Again, no reply. 

      He came closer and looked at the door, making sure it was shut, and brought his eyes back to his old teammate. “I’m in some trouble.”

      “Okay...” Her tone was intentionally cautious. 

      He let out a deep breath. “I think I’m being framed for something. I think...well, I think we all are.”

      “What? What are you talking about? Who’s ‘we’?”

      “Everyone from the team.”

      “Framed? Virgil, for what?” Her heart started pounding. 

      “I’m not sure yet. You don’t know anything about this?” 

      “Of course not. Why would I? I got out.” She motioned outwardly. “I’m down here.”

      “Yeah. All right. Sorry.”

      “So...what?” she prompted. 

      “Did you...did you ever feel at any point like maybe we weren’t always fed the right information?”

      “How so?” She had, of course. But she wasn’t prepared to tell him about Saint Petersburg, about the night she received a secondary envelope containing details contradicting the dossier she had initially been given by Mortimer. “The briefings always seemed tight to me. Why?”

      He didn’t answer. Instead, he changed course. “Has anyone from the Agency been in contact with you since you made your exit?”

      The answer, of course, was yes. Ryan Wilcox had come down to Pine Island just last month and left her with an uninterpreted picture of her father. Risking an honest moment, she nodded, and then asked, “Why?” 

      “You mind if I ask who?”

      “Virgil, I—”

      He put up a hand. “I get it. I’m sorry. I know this is weird, showing up like this.” He ran a hand across the back of his neck, grimaced. “Was it Ryan Wilcox? He was your head in Kabul, right?”

      Ellie’s eyes thinned into slits, and her tone hardened. “How do you know that, Virgil? You need to cut it with the tip-toeing around whatever’s on your mind. Have you been talking with Ryan?”

      “That’s the thing, Ellie.” He looked unsurely at the floor and then back at her. “Ryan. He’s dead.”
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      A naked bulb hung above the work table and cast a dingy glow across the inky room. 

      He had picked out the wrapping paper himself. Something he had never done in his life. It had taken a trip to Hobby Lobby to get it, something else he had never done before. Why any man would go into Hobby Lobby of his own accord he didn’t know. Next time, if there was a next time, and he knew there wouldn’t be, he would go to Wally World and get it. 

      While he cut off a section of paper, he hummed the melody to Pink Floyd’s “Money,” and it occurred to him just how much he could relate to the lyrics. Like, maybe, had he been born a generation prior and Roger Waters had actually known him, it could have been biographical. He thought of this because he had, in fact, been snagging cash with both hands, even stashing a good bit away. If he kept this up, he figured he’d even be able to afford a Learjet one day in the not too distant future. 

      He set the scissors aside and placed the package in the center of the blank side of the paper, started folding the wrapping up the little box. It crinkled, and he pressed it over the top, trying to fit a piece of Scotch Tape across the seam. 

      Three minutes later he stepped back and took a look at his handiwork. He shrugged. It wasn’t flat or even. If fact, it looked more bulbous than square and a bit like it had been rolling around for some time at the bottom of a trash can. 

      But, well, that was all right. All right indeedy, he thought. What mattered wasn’t the skill of the wrapping, but the contents of the gift itself. Even more, the heart behind the gift. That is what they said, isn’t it? 

      A gift that would go to a delightful woman, someone who probably didn’t get enough presents as it was. And shouldn’t everyone get a little care package outside of their birthday and Christmas from time to time?

      He picked it up and walked happily back to the main house. 

      Yes, a delightful lady indeedy.
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      “Dead?” Ellie’s thoughts were suddenly slogging through a mental swamp. “When?”

      “Last week. He was in Moscow.”

      “An accident?”

      “No,” he huffed. “Definitely not an accident. But they made it out to be.”

      “Who? Who made it out to be?” 

      He paused. “I don’t know. Ryan came to see me a few weeks ago asking me questions about a mission I had gone on while I was with the team. I didn’t give him anything. I had never worked with Ryan before, and up until then I’d never even heard of him. I spent some time digging around, checking him out, and finally had a sit down with him two weeks ago. He was killed six days later.”

      Ellie looked away and stared at a stack of boxes labeled “scuba.” Ryan Wilcox was one of the most capable men Ellie had ever had the privilege of working with. And now he was dead? He hadn’t even reached fifty. Question upon question crashed through her mind. She started with the obvious. “What did he want to know?”

      Virgil slid his palms down a weary face. “Ok, so here it is. Faraday and I had been sent on a brief assignment that took us to Australia. Perth. It was labeled ‘Bonsai.’ The directive was to upload encrypted content onto a laptop left in a hotel room. Faraday planted the information while I took lookout. We got in, we got out—semper idem.”

      Semper idem. It was a phrase Ellie had not heard in a long time. Always the same. Each mission was different, but what remained the same was a commitment to get in and get out. That never changed. But now an unholy entropy was beginning to taint everything Ellie looked back on; everything, it seemed, was changing. 

      “I was the only contact Ryan had for that mission,” Virgil said. “Obviously, he couldn’t ask Faraday.” His voice trailed off. He was right. Faraday had been killed two years before the team broke apart. While on assignment, she had been hit in the neck by a sniper round after making a hasty exit from a building in Mogadishu. It had been the first and only fatality their team would experience.

      Virgil continued. “And predictably no one knows where Mortimer is. You probably know that when we all left Brussels he retired from civil service altogether. But now it seems that no one can find him either.”

      Ellie had known that Mortimer retired. She hadn’t, however, realized that he had ghosted. “What makes you think that you—we—are being framed?”

      “Because whatever we put on that laptop in Perth evidently had information that detailed our complicity in not only all the missions we ever went on but, get this, each mission for the next fifteen months thereafter.”

      “How’s that possible? Unless…” she stopped talking. There was a picture trying to form in her mind, and it was coming together rapidly. “Unless the wizard behind the curtain knew what levers he was going to pull well in advance.” When her eyes came back to Virgil’s, she knew she wasn’t wrong. “Oh God,” she said.

      “Yeah,” he said soberly. “I know I’m breaking all kinds of old protocol telling you all this, but, Ellie, I’m scared. One day I’m chartering a boat down in Panama, and the next my entire perspective of the last decade of my life is turned upside down.” He looked at her with worried eyes. “Ellie.” Their eyes met. “What did we do?” 

      She tore her gaze away and chewed nervously on her bottom lip. I don’t know, she thought. The nightmare borne of her previous suspicions was true. There really was a monster under the bed. “What you are going to do?” she asked. 

      “I’m not sure. I can hide as well as anyone. But my concern isn’t falling into the shadows as much as it is never being able to come back out of them.”

      “What all did Ryan tell you? Did he leave you with anything else to go on?”

      “No. That was the only window he opened, but he hinted that well trusted people within the Agency are behind it. I think he was trying to put all the pieces together, someone found out, and,” Virgil snapped his fingers, “lights out. Right now I’m trying to get in touch with everyone from the team and seeing if I can create a picture of my own. You’re the first one I’ve reached out to.”

      “What about Bri—Voltaire,” she corrected. 

      “You know his name?”

      “Yes. That’s...a different conversation. Do you know where he is?”

      “No. He’s vapor. Can’t find him anywhere. Cicero’s in Arizona. I’m going there next.” 

      They couldn’t stand here talking much longer, but Ellie still had one more question. She couldn’t let him leave without knowing. A dread pressed heavily on her chest. She didn’t want to ask because she didn’t want to hear what she already knew would be his response. “Did Ryan happen to say anything about my father?”

      “Your father? Why would he do that?”

      Disappointment came easily. “Nevermind.” 

      “Listen, I’ll be in touch. I’m going find out what’s really going on. But you need to watch your six. I don’t know what kind of purgatory we’ve just fallen into.”

      “Thank you for letting me know, Virgil.” 

      He shook his head. “I’m not Virgil anymore. Haven’t been in years.” He extended a large hand. “Ethan. Ethan Bradford.”

      She shook it. “I always had you pegged for a Sam or a Barry.”

      He shrugged. Then with a final nod, Virgil opened the door and stepped out. When it clicked shut behind him, Ellie was left alone with only anxious thoughts and fresh concerns. She closed her eyes and rubbed her forehead with her fingertips. Ryan was dead. An adept man who had given his entire life to serve this country. She tried not to let it get to her that the one link she had to the mystery of her father was now gone and she had no other leads. But it was getting to her. By way of a tangled ball of anxiety whirling behind her sternum. Who had killed Ryan? Why? Where was her father? Who was her father? Who was framing them? For how long, and why? She had no answers to these questions; neither, it seemed, did Virgil. He had come here and verified a suspicion that Ellie’d had for the last four years: that TEAM 99 had been complicit in illicit action and may have, in some part, acted as the muscle for the political version of a mobster. After all, isn’t that what some politicians were? Mobsters with pretty smiles, corny comb overs, and firm handshakes? She had served her country with honor. They all had. If Virgil was right, then whoever was set against them wasn’t going to get away it. They had picked the wrong group of people to incriminate. 

      Ellie opened the door of the storage room and flipped the light switch off as she stepped out. She negotiated her way out of the dry dock and back to the boardwalk. Tyler was standing at The Salty Mangrove, holding a beer and watching a baseball game on the flat screen set above the bar. She didn’t try to mask her concerned eyes, her taut face. “Hey,” she said softly.

      Tyler looked over and his smile evaporated. “Are you okay? Geez, Ellie, you look like you’ve seen a ghost.”

      She forced a smile. “I have.”
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      This time, César Solorzano had deferred to Ringo for the location of their meeting. For the last decade, like clockwork, the two men met once each year somewhere off the U.S. mainland, generally on the coast of a neighboring country—Cuba, Jamaica, Grand Bahama. The meetings were to discuss business: changes in the marketplace, new technologies, strategic alliances, the most recent government policies and directives—U.S., Mexican, and South American. With Ringo’s policy of not speaking over the phone, it also afforded them an opportunity to ensure their relationship remained healthy and intact. It had been eight years since Ringo had agreed that Ángeles Negros, the fierce cartel that César represented, would be his one and only supplier. And for the better part of those eight years, the arrangement had worked well on both sides. The cartel gained another trusting and discerning associate in the U.S., one who continued to purchase larger quantities over time, and for Ringo it meant the cartel would not be selling to local competitors, few as they were now. For nearly a decade now, that relationship had held solid, and a genuinely mutual respect had been established between both parties. Up until recently, that is, when César had become more and more intent on getting Ringo to expand his portfolio of interests and products. 

      El Toto was Ángeles Negros’ harsh and pitiless leader, and for the last fifteen years César, a childhood friend of El Toto, had risen through the top layers of the cartel’s ranks to become one of only four men in their leader’s small and trusted inner circle. But, as Ringo had come to see of late, the years of undisputed power and success had begun to make César forget that business, even illicit business, was built and maintained by a mutual respect and trust. Ringo was not a low-life. He was not an expendable border donkey or a boat runner speeding across the Gulf at ninety knots, hoping to evade detection. 

      No, he was the cartel’s most valuable contact in Southwest Florida, and one who, every couple of quarters, increased the value of his orders. César had begun as a shrewd and discerning man of enterprise –one could even say a friend of sorts—but over the years he had cloaked himself with a hubris which spawned an incessant need to have his own way, even if he did maintain a charming and hospitable disposition. 

      Ringo had always been clear: one meeting a year, and up until this year César had respected that. Ringo had no desire to get caught with his hand in the cocaine jar. So, the less they spoke, the less they met, the easier it was for Ringo to lay low and stay off the radar of agencies intent on finding men like him. Today would be Ringo’s third meeting with César over a span of ten months. Adding folly to folly, César had, of recent, begun prodding Ringo to sell heroin and guns in addition to cocaine. Ringo wasn’t interested. Not in the least, and César knew it. Ringo’s stance, even before his relationship with the cartel, was that he was only and ever interested in selling cocaine. Nothing else. New kinds of drugs, weapons—these required new networks, new allegiances and alliances, greatly increasing the chances that someone, somewhere, would slip and Ringo would be caught up in the net when it fell. 

      So now, here he was, waiting with Chewy and Andrés for César to arrive. Ringo had selected the Barracuda Cay Resort in Crown Haven, located on Little Abaco, one of the Bahamas’ most northerly islands. He had been here before, this exact spot, a couple years ago, all by himself, after he received the news that his best friend had died in an automobile accident in Cape Coral. He had holed up here for two weeks, thinking that it might help him heal. The ocean had a way of doing that, its expansive waters and open horizons allowing you to pour your pain and confusion into it, absorbing it all like a faithful friend and carrying it far, far away. 

      But two years ago, when he was grieving the loss of Frank O’Conner, it hadn’t worked. He sat here, here in this very bungalow, and cried, mourned, and drank far too many bottles of local rum that still couldn’t—didn’t—burn or cloud away the cradle of sorrow that had opened up within him. And it was then, toward the end of his stay, after he had set the impotent rum aside, after he had cried his last, that he discovered a hard kernel of apathy wedged inside him like a malignant stone. Maybe it had been there all along. Smaller for sure, much smaller, and he thought that maybe it had started to form that day when he found Norma Jean’s body bobbing in the ocean like a fallen buoy. That day that she and Gunny were murdered. Maybe that’s when it started to grow in him. A subsurface indignation that burned hot and, as the months and years went on, cooled and left a hard and dispassionate place within; a cavern in his heart that would never feel again. 

      Still, though, he felt for so much. 

      Now, he stood with the toes of his Birkenstocks hanging off the edge of the bungalow’s deck, looking out at the horizon, allowing his thoughts to return to the present and to the conversation he was about to have. The bungalow was an overwater style, mounted on hidden pilings and sitting only a few short feet above the calm, bright cerulean waters that flanked the island. The quarters featured glass floors in the master bedroom, outdoor showers, its roof and indoor ceiling made of dried palm fronds, and interior curtains that took the place of walls and doors. It sat two hundred yards off a private beach, positioned like an island of its own in the middle of the shallow, transparent waters. 

      Ringo walked to the back deck, found some shade, and lay down on a bamboo lounge chair. He closed his eyes and finally lost track of how much time elapsed before Chewy appeared from around the corner. Chewy had set his earbuds aside for the soothing sound of the water lapping beneath the bungalow. He sat down in a matching chair next to Ringo and adjusted the back support so that he was in a sitting position.

      Ringo, shades on, looked over at him. Chewy was still wearing his trench coat. A delightfully sunny summer day in the northern Caribbean and Chewy was still cold. Ringo was stocky for a man his height, but not what one might call fat. If he put on that trench coat he would pass out in three minutes, maybe two. Chewy, on the other hand, appeared as content as an eskimo ice fishing in the North Pole. 

      Chewy said, “I just heard from one of César’s men. His Viking docked a half hour ago. They should be here any minute.” He looked like he was going to say something else but didn’t.

      “What’s on your mind, Chewy?” Ringo thought he might hear a concern about the conversation they were about to have with César. Instead, Chewy said, “I think I would like to live here one day. In a place like this. My grandmother always talked about living in the Caribbean. She never did make it. Never had the money. I think this could be my most favorite spot I have visited with you yet, Ringo.”

      “You should buy it one day,” Ringo said. “Make it your own.”

      “You pay me well, Ringo. I don’t have the money for a place like this. It’s not even for sale.”

      “All good things in time, Chewy, my friend. You deserve a place like this. Everything is for sale.”

      Andrés stepped into view. “He’s here.”

      Ringo nodded at Chewy. They stood and Ringo tugged down on the bottom of his Hawaiian shirt, a white background graced with small images of palms and conch shells. Ringo then walked around the perimeter of the structure and turned down the short boardwalk that led to a docking slip. Three men had just stepped out of a skiff and were coming toward him. One wore cream-colored linen pants and a white dress shirt that was open four buttons down, revealing an ample carpet of chest hair and two gold chains that glistened in the bright sun. His dark black hair was slicked back with a high shine, and a brilliant silver watch adorned his left wrist. César Solorzano. Two large men followed behind him wearing navy blue shorts, white polos, and shoulder holsters. His bodyguards. Ringo met César halfway to the bungalow, and they exchanged a brief hug, a kiss on each cheek. The azure waters lapped beneath their feet and cast the entire panorama in a field of bright and stunning display. 

      “A beautiful location,” César said. 

      “Come, let’s have a drink.”

      They walked back into the bungalow. César acknowledged Andrés and Chewy with a nod. They entered a spacious room whose blue curtains were pulled back to an exterior wall and opened the view over the northern waters of the Atlantic. A calm breeze ran through the room, stirring the curtains. Ringo motioned for his guest to sit in a cushioned bamboo chair. When he did Ringo took the seat across from him. One of César’s guards remained in the doorway, the other a few feet behind his boss. Chewy approached César with a glass of golden rum. “Two cubes, just as you like it.”

      César’s teeth were perfect, large and white. They shone brightly, maybe too bright, as he smiled his thanks. “You remember well. Thank you, Chewy.” He turned his attention to Ringo. “Well,” he said, and gestured with his glass, “we have much to discuss, old friend. Many changes are happening, and I want to make sure you are a part of all that we are doing.”

      Ringo said nothing. He had come to listen, nothing more. César had wanted a meeting, so he had given him one. 

      But he was about to give him something else, too.
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      Jean Oglesby flicked her paintbrush across the canvas and finished the flounder's tail to her satisfaction. She paused, scanned the canvas, then lightly jabbed the bristles at the image a few more times before smiling. It was perfect. She tossed the brush in a jar filled with murky water, and it clinked against the edge of the glass before sinking down into the water.

      Now that all the planning and execution of Mango Mania was behind her, she was afforded more time doing what she really loved: letting her imagination dance on a canvas. Over the last few years, as her renown had grown, more time had to be dedicated to running the business, working at it more than on it. The image before her was the first original she had painted in over a month.   

      The doorbell rang across the house: the sound of seagulls followed by a foghorn. “Just a minute!” she called out. She stepped from her easel and worked her way down the hallway. She pulled the heavy door open, and her smile faded into a frown. No one was there. She took a step off the threshold and looked out, down the long steps, left and right. “Hello?” Nothing. She shrugged to herself and started to turn back into the house when her foot bumped something sitting on the mat. She looked down. A small package sat at her feet. She reached down, picked it up, and looked it over. It was wrapped with a blue and silver metallic paper. The wrapping was crumpled and looked as though a toddler had put it on unsupervised. Delightful, she thought. A small red bow was perched on top, and a tag hung off a nylon string. It read, in clean handwritten print: “To Ronnie’s mother, Jean.” She went back inside and shut the door behind her, walked back into the kitchen. She set the gift on the countertop, and the wrapping crinkled as she tore it back. The white cardboard box wasn’t more than five inches square. She smiled. Her friends knew how distraught she was over her boy. Someone had thought of her and wanted her to know they cared. Oh, how she just loved this little community of hers.

      Jean pulled back the top flaps and peered inside. 

      She gasped. Then she screamed. Her vision blurred and then spun, stirred by an unseen spoon. She grabbed the counter. 

      Peering up at her, like something behind the glass at a butcher’s counter, was a severed thumb.
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      Ringo held back a yawn while he listened to his Mexican associate wax long on the virtues of extended distribution and product diversification. “When El Toto came to power,” César was saying, “he was strictly involved in marijuana and cocaine. His business acumen in dealing with the latter has now put him above the success of Escobar and El Chapo. He is the most feared and successful leader in my country, more than even President Nieto himself.”

      “He has done especially well this last decade,” Ringo agreed. 

      “And now he is running guns, heroin, methamphetamines. He is like your Walmart, our Superama, the most choices at the best prices.” He chuckled to himself. “Now, that is El Toto. But let’s talk about you. Ringo, you know that we have much product running into and through Miami. It has the largest ports with the most international cargo. But it does have its problems. With the appointment of your new Attorney General, your government has become more aggressive, resulting in more seizures. Very large seizures that are even making headlines in your newspapers and bringing swift promotions to your Coast Guard and DEA officers.”

      “I am aware.”

      “You have been slow and steady over these many years we have worked together. Like a turtle, I think is your expression. Our shipments get through a large percentage of the time, and you have continued to accept larger and larger hauls.” César’s ice clinked against the edge of his glass as he took another sip. “So, I must insist that you take on more than you are now. Our production is higher than ever, and we need to get it out of our hands. The two thousand mile border at our two countries, between Arizona and Texas, has forty-seven official border crossings. We control two thirds of those and will have three or four more by the end of the year. The preferred areas for tunnels and river crossings are overworked. That brings us to Florida. Most especially Southwest Florida, as a most effective entry point.” He smiled confidently and took another sip. Then he took a brief glance into the glass and frowned at his hand. He blinked, seeming to shake off something that had started to bother him. He looked at Ringo. “What do you say?”

      Ringo looked out toward the horizon, was slow to answer. “I can take another five hundred kilos each month. I understand that’s nothing in your estimation, but I have increased my buy year after year by over fifty percent. Depending on how we decided to help you bring it on, that’s one to two more drops each month.”

      César’s expression revealed genuine disappointment. “I was hoping you would take on much more than that. I need you, Ringo. El Toto has warehouses of product just waiting to be consumed by wealthy Americans.”  

      Ringo kept listening, allowing him to speak, allowing him to believe that he was still in charge. 

      “You would continue to select the drop-off points. I do not want you getting caught, my friend. You are important to me.”

      “Why?”

      César tilted his head. “I’m sorry?”

      “Why am I important to you?” 

      César glanced curiously over at Chewy, who was standing against a wall, and then back at Ringo. “You are dependable. Very hard to find in this business.” 

      Ringo sighed. “You have asked me to get into heroin. What was my answer?”

      “You said no. At the time.”

      “You have asked me to get into guns. What was my answer?”

      “Again, you said no, but I thought─”

      Ringo held up a hand and sat up in his seat. He leaned in, took off his sunglasses, and looked at César directly in the eyes. “You and your fancy clothes and your women and your pride. You are dissolute, César. We all have our personal vices, but I have a real problem when those affect business. César,” he said emphatically, “your vices have affected my business.”

      César waved him off. Just as he had for the last couple of years. He smiled, but it vanished on Ringo’s next words. It would be the last smile of his life. 

      “What I have discovered these last couple of months, since our last visit in Cuba, was that El Toto’s feelings are akin to mine on this matter. When it comes to you, that is. He has told me that you dishonor many other of your partners as well and are beginning to make more trouble for the cartel than you’re worth.”

      César frowned. He looked down at his hands again, appearing confused, his voice now sounding as if it had imbibed a chill. “What is it you are saying?” he asked. “You expect me to believe—what was in that rum you gave me?” He blinked hard, and his breathing hastened. He tried to focus. “You expect me to believe that...you have spoken with El Toto?”

      If this was a game of gin rummy, Ringo had the Joker. If it was Texas hold ‘em, he had cowboys—pocket kings—and César had no aces. Ringo knew this because he had been the one to deal this particular deck, and he had taken the aces out. This was where he laid his cards down. 

      “This little thing you and I have. I’m putting the kibosh on this”–he waved his hand–“whole thing.” Ringo nodded to Andrés who stepped up and laid a cell phone into his boss's hand. Ringo pressed a few buttons, and the phone rang on speaker. 

      “Bueno, Ringo.”

      César’s eyes grew into saucers, black pools of intense confusion. “What is this?” he growled. Now he was looking down at his legs, bewildered. “El Toto?”

      “Ah, César. You are meeting with our American friend, yes?”

      “Sí. What is the meaning of this?”

      “Ah, I will allow Ringo to tell you. I must go. My helicopter is waiting.”

      César’s stomach clenched. His boss had never been so short with him, so trite. And what was he doing speaking with Ringo behind his back?

      Ringo gave the phone back to Andrés and stared blankly at César, who could detect neither pleasure nor anger in Ringo’s eyes. Boredom, perhaps, but not anger. 

      “What is this?” he asked again. Ringo didn't have to answer. He already knew what this was. He’d seen El Toto do this before. Many times. In fact, César had done it many times himself. He was being cut off, cut out. He tried to bring his hand up and scratch nervously at his throat, but he found that his hand came up only several inches off the arm rest before flopping back down. He tried again. Same result. He tried his other arm. That one would not even move. 

      “You asked what was in the rum. Excellent question. It is, as I understand it, called cardanerol.” Ringo laughed. “And the funny thing is that I can’t remember if it’s derived from a fish or a frog. Either way, it has begun to enter your skeletal muscles, so at this point you won’t be going anywhere.”

      César’s larynx bobbed as he swallowed hard. That muscle still worked. For now. 

      “Tell me, César...I know that we would both say that El Toto, that he’s the king. But would you consider yourself a king or a prince?”

      “When you...put it like that, I would say that I am...a prince.”

      “Yes, I was hoping you would say such. Now, I agree with you. I believe that you are a prince. Perhaps I am one myself.” He smiled. “You remember how, last time we met on your boat in Cuba, I said I didn’t want to replace the king?”

      “Of course.”

      “I spoke the truth,” Ringo said. “But there was one thing I did not tell you.”

      “And…” It was getting harder to breathe now. “...what would that be?”

      “It has been, for some time now, every intention of mine to replace princes.”  

      César pushed past the dread in his chest and said, “You can do no such thing.”

      Ringo ignored him. “Your mother graced you with a name that means ‘king.’ But”–he rendered a Davidic Psalm–“you will die like one of the princes.” 

      “I…”

      But Ringo interrupted him. 

      “For someone whose name means ‘king,’ you are a poor leader. Ambition is good, but your ambition tramples the honor of those you work with. You are irritating, and the way you flaunt your wealth as though it defines you makes you a pitiful man. El Toto is worth tens of billions. But the difference between you and him is that he is the same with or without his money. It’s how he came to be who he is. Do you know what defines me, César? It’s not what I do or even my success. It’s love. Yes, love. But you—you amass boats and suits and shoes and houses as if without them you are nothing. Because, you know what? Without them you truly are nothing. El Toto is weary of your folly. And so am I.”

      A shadow moved behind César. 

      “You know that I try to be creative when I remove someone from this dimension. While you’re not worth exercising much creativity over, I did think to double up. The poison, you see, is just to paralyze you. Nothing more. By now you are feeling an incredible amount of fear. And so you should.”

      And then Ringo smiled. A smile that sent an icy chill down the length of César’s arms and would have turned them into gooseflesh had the poison not interfered with his nervous system. A garrote wire whisked around his neck. It tightened, and as César jerked against it his eyes registered a combination of horror and disbelief. El Toto had commissioned him to be taken out. But why? He had been good to El Toto all these years.

      As if divining his mind, Ringo said, “No doubt you are wondering why it has come to this. And that is the problem. You don’t even know. What a shame.” 

      César’s face turned a deep reddish purple as he tried in vain to struggle against the wire. Blood oozed from under the wire and tracked down his neck. He sank into the chair back and attempted to use his feet to leverage up, but the back of his head was forced against the rear edge of the chair.

      “Look, César. It is your own man doing this. Not mine.”

      Chewy moved in front of César and held out a small mirror. César’s wide eyes registered the view of his own bodyguard standing behind him, strangling him. He tried to twist his head and, in a final effort of physical exertion, turned to face Ringo. Fifteen seconds later his body sagged in the chair, his pristine white shirt collar stained a bright crimson, the wire still buried in the soft folds of his neck.

      Ringo stood and stepped up to César’s limp body. His dead eyes were staring up into the corner of the ceiling: wide, black, and fearful, as though some haunting, unseen by anyone else, had visited him as he was making his exit from this world. His jaw was slack, and tiny beads of sweat still glistened on his forehead. Ringo reached down and patted the dead man’s cheek. “What a shame. You had such beautiful teeth.”
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      It took Ellie ten minutes to arrive at Jean’s house, half the usual twenty minute drive from her house in Saint James City. Three police cruisers were in the driveway, huddled together beneath high, massive oaks. Jean had called her in a complete panic, and it took a full minute for Ellie to calm her down and get her coherent enough to understand her. As it turned out, Jean had apparently been gifted a thumb currently separated from its owner, and it was sitting on her kitchen counter. Jean said Ronnie wasn’t answering his cell and she didn’t have Warren’s home phone in her contacts. Ellie told her to call the Sheriff and then jumped into her El Camino and sped out, calling Ronnie on Major’s land line on the way. He answered, said he was enjoying a “drinky-drink” and reruns of M*A*S*H. She didn’t tell him about his mother’s present. She hung up with him, called Jean, and told her that her son was all right.  

      Ellie darted up the stairs and went through the front door without knocking. Sheriff Donald Gaines met her halfway down the front hall. He was in his early fifties, balding beneath his Stetson hat, standing slightly shorter than Ellie. “Hey, Ellie. Jean said she called you.” 

      “Did someone really send her a thumb?” she asked quietly. There was a joke there somewhere. Perhaps one that had to do with a hitchhiker. 

      Don’s eyebrows went up on an exasperated face. “Yeah.” He walked her into the kitchen. “And that’s not all. Take a look at this.” He took a gloved hand and pulled back the flaps. “I’ve called in Crime Scene. I didn’t want to disturb anything, but after throwing up in the kitchen sink—in a manly kind of way—I spent enough time looking in there to make out two thumbs and what looks like a couple big toes.

      Ellie looked at the box. “No...” she said, peering in. The inside of the box was lined with cellophane which was poking out of the top. She squinted and saw a nail with dried, congealed blood covering most of it. The thumb had been severed all the way down where it should have been connected to the hand. Another thumb was topsy-turvy, lying just below it. Don twisted the box and Ellie saw the toes. Two very large toes, the limp, sallow skin sagging down around the severed edges. 

      Her stomach soured but didn’t bring nausea. “Dear Lord.” It was like a game of This Little Piggy gone bad. 

      “Jean told me you’ve been working on helping Ronnie out of a jam? I hope these aren’t his. She said you were reaching out to him?”

      “I called him on my way up here. He’s good. Other than high BAC levels I’m sure he’s fine. And not driving,” she added. “He’s at Major’s house.”

      “Any ideas who did this?”

      Ellie had a fair guess, but she had decided on the drive up here to play the only legitimate angle she could. “Possibly. Don, Ronnie’s trying to keep on the straight and narrow, and some people he knows aren’t super thrilled about him doing that.” Don knew Ellie was working with the DEA, so she said, “He’s a source in an investigation we’re running right now, and we’re trying to keep it low key.”

      Don looked at the box. “I don’t think it’s low key anymore.”

      “Yeah,” she sighed. 

      “Ellie, you know I have to bring my investigator in on this too. I can’t have severed phalanges being gifted to my residents and have no answers for my constituents. This is going to freak people out. Hell, it’s freaking me out.”

      “I know, Don. I’ll have my boss connect with you so you both can figure out how to handle this across departments.” 

      “That’s fine. We’re going to dust for prints—” He caught the pun and clarified. “The box, of course. We’ll dust the box for prints and see if anything shows up.”   

      Ellie looked across the kitchen. “Where’s Jean?”

      “Out on the back deck. I’ve got a deputy out there with her trying to keep her calm. She have any medication addictions that you know of?”

      “I have no idea. Why?”

      “If she has any painkillers left from her foot surgery, now might be a good time for her to take one. Don’t tell anyone I said that, but hot fried bacon, Ellie, she’s a mess. Has every right to be too, as far as I’m concerned.” 

      Ellie opened the back door and stepped out on the deck. Jean was sitting in an Adirondack chair looking out over the water. Billy Under, a young deputy, was standing beside her. When he noticed Ellie coming over, he nodded a greeting at her and went back inside. Ellie stepped in front of her friend and got down on a knee. Jean’s bright red eyeshadow had been smeared across her eyelids and left tracks down her face where the tears had dried. 

      “Hey, Jean.”

      Jean didn’t move, just kept her stunned eyes on the water below. When she finally spoke it was in a soft, dazed tone. “My God, Ellie. Who would do something like that? Is it those people you thought might be looking for Ronnie?”  

      “I don’t know, Jean. But you know we’ll find whoever did this. Don is bringing in Crime Scene. They’ll get the box to the lab. Did you see anyone when it was dropped off?”

      “No. I was telling Don that. I opened the door, and no one was around. I didn’t even see the present until I was coming back in.” Her voice started quivering. “It’s so awful, Ellie.” She threw her head into a hand and started crying again.

      Ellie put a comforting hand on her shoulder. “Hey, it’s all right. Ronnie’s okay and we’re going to find whoever did this and why. I’m so sorry.”  

      Ellie had seen a lot in her days, but this? This was a first. And it hadn’t happened to a detainee at Guantanamo, or to a prisoner in some darkened CIA safe house halfway around the world. No, it had occurred in her backyard, to a man whose choices could never have justified such treatment. It didn’t matter who you were. This was unacceptable. Ellie had never met Dawson Montgomery, but she knew one thing, no one should be ever be treated in such a way. She feel a bitter outrage begin to rise up within her, a fiery angst to find Dawson and bring him to safety, assuming he was even still alive. 

      It took a couple minutes for Jean to gather herself. She wiped at her eyes, smearing the red even more. She looked down on her red fingertips but didn’t seem to care. “Thank you for coming so quickly. Ruth is out of town, and I couldn’t get a hold of Linda.”

      “Of course.” Ellie pulled a deck chair close to Jean’s and sat down, held Jean’s hand. “I’ll wait here with you until they’re done inside.”
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      Ellie parked in Major’s driveway and walked in through the side door that led into the kitchen. She locked it behind her and called out as she came in. 

      “Ronnie! It’s Ellie.” 

      His head swiveled from the other side of the couch. “Hey, Ellie. What’s the word?” He was watching a rerun of M*A*S*H. Hawkeye Pierce was speaking to Major Burns from behind a surgical mask while they worked on a patient. A half-empty bottle of vodka sat between Ronnie’s legs. Ellie took a seat on the couch next to him. She picked up the remote and turned off the television. She plucked up the bottle and placed it on the coffee table. 

      “Hey! What’s that about?” His eyes moved slowly, the liquor showing its effects, his words slow but not yet slurred. 

      “Ronnie, we need to talk.” Her tone was firm, and in spite of being in a state of mild inebriation Ronnie sat up and gave her his attention. 

      “Somethin’ wrong?”

      “You could say that. Someone paid your mother a visit a little while ago and left her a little present.”

      He nodded, like that was a good thing. “What kind of present?” 

      “Two fingers and two toes.”

      “What?”

      “Two fingers and two toes,” she repeated. “In a little wrapped box.”

      “Real ones?”

      “I don’t think they got them at Sears.” 

      Ronnie’s face darkened. “Oh my God...oh my God. You’re joking, right?”

      “I am not.”

      “Oh my God.” He stood up and then, not knowing what else to do, sat back down. “Is Mama okay?”

      “She’s shaken up pretty bad. And worried about you. Are you and I on the same page here as to who might be missing a couple thumbprints?”

      “Oh man. Well, Dawson, of course. It’s gotta be Dawson. But why would they have sent them to my mother? They’re trying to scare me,” he said, answering his own question. 

      “You think Oswald is the kind of person that would do this kind of thing?”

      “Oh, sure,” he said quickly. “Maybe it’s like a calling card of his. I guess that’s what you might call it. But he’s only talked about it before. He’s never actually done it, not that I know of anyway. I heard him talk about this place in some old book, the Bible maybe, that talks about someone gettin’ his thumbs and toes cut off. Oswald sometimes talked about how brilliant that was because the prisoner couldn’t run away out of the camp or town without his big toes. If he did he wouldn’t move very fast. And his thumbs, well, he couldn't weld a sword with no thumbs.”

      Ellie was fairly certain Ronnie mean to say wield, but she let it pass. 

      Ronnie started nervously rubbing the tops of his thighs. “You sure they were real?” he asked again.

       “They’re real, Ronnie. I won’t hear back from the Sheriff's Office until later today or tomorrow as to who they belong to, if they even have the prints in the system. In the meantime, let’s assume it is Dawson and they did this to send you a message. Do you think he’s still alive or would they have killed him?”

      “Man, I don’t know. I don’t know what Oswald's capable of anymore. I never would have thought he would have actually done this.”

      “You’re still fine here for now. Only your mother, Major, myself, and the Sheriff know you’re here. The Sheriff will probably be stopping by, if not asking you to go in to the station for some questions. Make sure it’s really him before you open the door. Also, this is going to bring in the FBI. They’ll have questions of their own.”

      “Okay.”

      “Right now, we have no leads on where any of your old buddies are, but we’re still digging and have issued a BOLO for Curtis’s Mustang. We’ll find Dawson. I promise.” Ellie noticed two hardbound books sitting in the middle of the coffee table. She leaned over and picked them up, set them on her lap.

      “Major put these here for you to read?” she grinned, trying to lighten the mood. 

      “Yeah, but I’m just not a real big reader, you know. Other than Harlan’s book, of course.” 

      Ellie picked up the first one, flipped through it. All of Major’s books were scarred with pen where he had underlined sentences, circled phrases, and scribbled tiny notes in the margins. This one, a biography on Maximilien Robespierre, written by J. M. Thompson, was no exception. Ellie could remember reading her own copy of this very book during her early training with TEAM 99, training that included hundreds of hours of classroom time, one class which was designated “Power and the Politik” and brought her face to face with ruthless political leaders such as Robespierre, Queen Mary I, Mao Zedong, and Slobodan Milosevic. They had studied corruption in the business world including numerous Russian oligarchs, the pervasive political fraud in Nigeria, and rampant corruption that had begun to stunt India's development efforts. The class had been architected to give each person on the team an education on power: its influence and effects, and both good and bad exercises of it. Ellie had come away with a reformed view of power. Yes, absolute power corrupts, and absolute power corrupts absolutely, but what they quickly learned was that the powerful generally swam well below the surface, out of sight, exercising influence in subtle and unseen ways. And some of them posed a threat to the United States and needed to be taken out. 

      Virgil’s haunting words echoed: I think I’m being framed for something. I think...well, I think we all are. She was going to have to face what that might mean, was going to have to peel back the layers of the last decade, the very thought of which forced her to fight back a settling nausea just thinking about it.  

      “Ellie?”

      She shook out of it and glanced at the other title on her lap—a lighter, albeit no less intriguing read—The Letters of Hemingway. She returned the books to the table.  

      “Just didn’t really seem like my types of books...so, you know,” Ronnie said. 

      “I think M*A*S*H is just fine. So Ronnie, after the Sheriff's Office talks with you, dollars to doughnuts, the FBI will be right behind them.”

      “Sure. I understand. I just hope they can find Dawson. Hope it’s not too late.”

      “Me too. Listen, you cannot leave this place. Okay? Stay away from the windows and keep the doors locked. You'll be safe here, so don’t go do anything stupid like going on a walk or getting a ride to go see your mother. Are we on the same page there?”

      “Yeah. Same page.” 

      “Listen, I would stay and wait with you, but I have to head to the airport. Call your mother and do what you can to ease her mind. That delivery really messed her up.”

      “Okay. I will.”

      When she left through the side door, Hawkeye was commenting to Radar about a visiting doctor’s bosom.
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      The Fort Myers airport, Southwest Florida International, came in just behind the San Diego International Airport as the busiest single-runway airport in the country. Its service area reached as far north as Bonita Springs and south all the way to Naples and the Glades. In an average year, nearly nine million passengers passed through its three terminals. 

      Today though, for Ellie, there were just two. 

      Four years had passed since she had seen her sister and her niece, since she had come home in-between assignments on an eight week furlough. Chloe had been only two years old at the time. Now she was heading toward her sixth birthday. 

      Ellie stood at the baggage claim, waiting for them to appear. Katie had texted five minutes ago to say that their Delta flight had landed and was making its way toward the gate.  Ellie thought of the years missed, how life rarely conformed to the dreams you had when you were young. But today, the bitter years that had taken so much were starting to give back. The dry branches of a withered tree were beginning to bear sweet fruit.

       Ellie watched as an older man stepped up to the baggage carousel and waited for it to turn on. He was tall enough, a couple inches off six feet, his slender build much like her father’s. He wore a gray herringbone fedora and had a windbreaker draped over an arm. Now, Frank O’Conner was the only missing piece. 

      A crowd of people emerged from around the concourse wall that blocked off the baggage claim from the terminal access. A few dozen people spilled into the baggage claim and gathered at various points around the carousel, waiting for it to jump to life so they could grab their luggage and be off. Ellie searched the crowd for a familiar face. 

      She saw it. Her sister's brown hair bobbing amongst the thinning crowd. Their eyes met, and they smiled at the same time. Katie looked down, and Ellie followed her gaze to a young girl, brown curls encircling her neck, a small backpack behind her. When they approached, the little girl looked up at Ellie with the widest hazel eyes Ellie had ever seen. Ellie squatted down and placed a hand on the girl’s shoulder. “Hey, Boo. How was your flight, sweetie?”

      She laughed and threw herself into Ellie’s arms. “It was good, Aunt Ellie!” 

      Ellie wrapped her arms around her niece and grit her teeth to keep from losing it in the baggage claim. Tears pooled and she blinked them away. Ellie pulled back and took another look at the young girl. “Chloe! You’re so big now. Look at you!” Chloe beamed under the compliment. Ellie put a knee on the floor and brought something out of her pocket. “I got this just for you.” She handed it to Chloe. 

      “It’s mine?”

      “Yep. All yours.”

      Chloe giggled as she surveyed the pelican shaped lollipop. 

      Ellie stood. “Welcome home, Sister.” She stepped in and gave Katie a hug that was years overdue. Katie held her tightly and started to cry. “I’m sorry,” she said. 

      “Stop it,” Ellie whispered. “You’re here now. That’s what matters. We’re together.” Katie nodded into her shoulder. 

      “Mommy, that’s my bag,” Chloe yelled, and pointed to a small pink suitcase moving behind them. Ellie leaned down and picked Chloe up. She kissed her on the cheek. “Come on, let’s go get it.” 

      

      The drive back to Saint James City would take nearly an hour. Katie ran her hand across the El Camino’s dash. “I’m glad you took this,” she said. “You always liked it more than I did.”

      “What’s there not to like? A car and a truck in one. It’s the perfect vehicular marriage.”

      “How is Major these days? I’ve talked with him a couple times these last few months, but he’s not real good at talking on the phone. I think he tries, it’s just not his thing.”

      “He’s good. He still alternates his time between here and his other marina, but when he’s up here we go fishing or grill out at least once a week.”

      “How’s he doing with Dad being gone? They were like brothers.”

       Ellie pushed back the image of her father huddled in a subway. She hadn’t told her sister yet. The truth was, she didn’t know what to say. I think Dad faked his own death. He’s somewhere where it’s cold, and I have no clue what he’s doing. And, oh, my old boss who let me in on that has been murdered.  No, she would say nothing until she had answers, until the truth ascended and shed light on what was currently full of shadow.

      She shrugged as she exited Interstate 75 and turned west onto State Road 884. “That’s the one thing he never talks about. He’s a closed lid when it comes to Dad. If I had my guess it still hurts too much for him to talk about. Dad was the only friend he had left from the old days.” Ellie turned the A/C up and switched lanes. She glanced in the rearview and saw Chloe leaning against the door, her hands tucked beneath her cheek, her eyes closed. “How was Seattle?”

      “Exciting at first, but, Ellie, it’s like rainy and cloudy almost every day. I couldn’t have gotten wetter had I just jumped in the ocean. But I needed that time away. I needed to get out of here and figure out how to grieve Dad. I couldn’t do it wrapped in a blanket of memories. I met some good people out there, and Chloe had a couple friends from daycare. But the weather…” They laughed together, and Ellie glanced at her sister. Katie took after their father when she smiled. The corners of her eyes squinted, and her chin rose. Of the two of them, Katie resembled him the most. The higher forehead, the green eyes, and that laugh. 

      “Do you have a job lined up yet?” Ellie asked. 

      “I’m going to freelance. I made a few connections with some startups while I was up there, and they want me to do some software design work for them. How about you? You still grabbing up bad guys?” 

      “Trying to. It’s been a change of pace, that’s for sure.” 

      “We’re still on for Major’s birthday party, right?”

      “Yep. The night after next. It will be nice, just the four of us. I’ve got a painting from Jean Oglesby for him. It can be from both of us.”

      “Oh, I love her. Are you sure about the painting?”

      “Of course.” 

      “Thanks. Have you been by the house yet?”

      “I swung by yesterday. It’s all ready for you. The cleaning crew did a good job cleaning up after the tenant.” Ellie pulled off the road and under the canopy of a gas station. “One minute,” she said, “I need to fill up.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      The heavy spiked gate slid slowly to the left, and once it was mostly open he drove his Camry into the compound. There was no driveway to speak of, so he parked in the hard-packed dirt next to a white panel van. As he got out, the front door opened, and a man walked out to greet him.

      “Aldrich, my man, my man. How are you?”

      “Fine, Eli.” He walked over to the trunk, opened it with the key fob, and reached inside. He withdrew a brown canvas bag and shut the lid again. 

      “Come on in,” Oswald said. 

      They entered the dark, narrow hallway and took a step down into the carpeted living room where a couple men in cutoff t-shirts were sitting on the floor cleaning a couple rifles. Oswald extended a genial hand. “Have a sit, Jimmy Jangle. You want a beer, a whiskey?”

      “I’m fine.” They sat and Aldrich, looking down at the bag, said, “Thank you for keeping this for me.”

      “Sure, man. It’s no problem. No problem at all. When will you be back to get it?”

      “My buyer will be in town next week. No later than six or seven days. Where will you keep it?”

      Oswald shrugged, like he hadn’t considered. “Don’t know. Does it matter?” 

      Aldrich glanced at the other men sitting on the floor. He looked back at Oswald. Oswald flapped a hand, and the men slowly stood up and left the room. When they were gone Aldrich said, “It’s very important. I know you trust your men, but I need to know that you’ll be able to keep this in a place they don’t know of. I would prefer no one else knows at all. Is that going to be a problem?”

      “Oh, no. No problem at all, Jimmy Jangle.” Oswald stood up and walked over to the bag. He squatted down, unzipped it, and whistled. He zipped it back and returned to his chair. “Ringo know about what’s in there? I thought he wasn’t keen on stuff like that? Wouldn't that fall into the weapons category?” 

      “Let’s just say that Ringo doesn't know about this,” he lied. 

      Oswald chuckled. “I’m telling you, my brotha, Ringo’s all messed up in the head. He doesn’t see the value of diversification.”

      “What of Dawson?” Aldrich asked. “Is he here?”

      “No, man. He ain’t here. No sir, no way. What’s it to you?”

      “Let’s say that people are looking for him. If they trace him back to you, then our relationship with you could be exposed. And Oswald, it’s very important to me and Ringo that our relationship with you is not compromised.” 

      “Chill out, brother. You are the only person who knows we’re out here. This place isn’t in my name. They won’t find me unless I know about it first. The whole thing with Dawson will die down.” 

      “I doubt that.”

      Oswald reminded Aldrich of a used car salesman who dressed like he’d intended on going hunting or joining a motorcycle gang but whose closet light had burnt out and forced him to get dressed in the dark. The oily, slicked-back hair curved up into a big wave and made him think of a bad Elvis hairdo, or a good Ace Ventura one. Bright, smiling eyes that seduced the naive into trusting him and his leather pants and leather vest and his thick mat of chest hair and the silver chain hanging off his neck all reminded Aldrich of someone from the Village People. Doing business with someone whose dress could let them double as a male hooker in the darker hours of the night gave Aldrich the willies. E Street Band, that would be better. Even the Heartbreakers or The Black Eyed Peas. But dear Lord, not the Village People. 

      He looked at the bag, asked again, “Where will you keep this?”

      Oswald sucked on a tooth, thinking. He stood up. “Got just the place, Jimmy Jangle. Just the place.” He yelled down the hall. “Jesse! Buffer! Go out back and finish the inventory.”

      A scuffle came from the back of the house, then a tired, “Okay.” Aldrich watched as the two men who had been in the living room came back down the hall and drifted out the back door.

      Oswald jerked his head toward the kitchen. “Come on, my man. We’re gonna get you taken care of. Yes sir indeedy.” Aldrich picked up the bag, followed him, and stopped with his host near the refrigerator. Oswald got down and opened the door to the lower cabinet. He dipped his head and looked in. “In there. Take a look.”

      Aldrich leaned down and squinted. 

      “It’s a false back. A couple feet. I put it in myself. No one else knows about it. Just some cash in there right now. That work for you?”

      Aldrich nodded. 

      “Good. Don’t you worry about a thing now, Jimmy Jangle. You’re my man and Ringo’s my man, and I take care of my people, you better believe I do.”

      Aldrich motioned toward the hidden nook. “You mind if I do it?”

      “Sure. Sure, brother. Just hang on a Montana minute.” Oswald got down on his knees, reached into the dark cabinet, and fidgeted around for a few seconds before saying, “Got it,” and a muted pop sound came out. He brought a thin, stained oak panel out of the opening, set it to the side, then reached back in and pulled out a small box wrapped in duct tape. He stood back up and swung a hand out. “All yours, Jimmy Jangle.” As he watched Aldrich get down and wedge the canvas bag into the cubby, he asked, “Where’d you get this stuff, anyway?”

      “You and I both know you can come onto anything these days for the right price.” Aldrich stood back up and brushed off his knees. “I’ve got a monitor in the bag. In the event that it’s moved or tampered with, if the contents are disturbed in any way, I’ll get notified. Oswald, I don’t want to get notified.”

      “I got you, brother. I’m the only one who knows, and I ain’t going to mess with it. It’s yours. I’ll keep it for a week. I don’t want that stuff hanging around indefinitely unless I can keep it way out from the house, out in the storage building or something. Seeing as you don’t want it out there, I’m good for seven turns of this fine planet.”

      “That’s plenty.”

      Oswald put up a crooked grin. “What’s it for?”

      “I didn’t ask you about the .50 cals you have out here.”

      Oswald’s eyes narrowed, he lifted his chin. “How you know about those?” 

      “I know things too. How your delivery was missing a final two .50 cals that your customer ordered.”

      “I refunded him for that.”

      “You know, it’s not my business. I’m just making a point.”

      “Taken, brother.” 

      

      Five minutes later, as Aldrich drove away, he wondered what had possessed Ringo to do business with Eli Oswald in the first place. The man could lead a crew, that was for certain. He could move cocaine like nobody’s business, and Aldrich knew that underneath that strange and aberrant exterior there was a manifold intelligence that lived within. The eccentric facade was surely intended to get people to underestimate him, giving him the upper hand. 

      But in this particular case, Eli Oswald did not have the upper hand. He had crossed a line. He had broken one of Ringo’s rules. And no one broke one of Ringo’s rules. 

      Oswald had been informed that Aldrich needed a place to store a few pounds of C-4.  Aldrich had it on good authority that Eli Oswald knew nothing about explosives, and what Oswald had not been told was that there was not C-4 in that bag. It was its close cousin, Semtex, and more importantly, it was packed and wired with a trigger device. A trigger device that could be set off via a wireless signal.  

      It had been less than a pound of Semtex that had been molded into a Toshiba tape recorder back in 1988 and used to bring down Pan Am flight 103 over Lockerbie, Scotland.

      It would be two pounds of the same substance that Ringo would use to soap, scrub, and rinse himself of Eli Oswald.
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      Ellie parked the El Camino behind Major’s Jeep Wrangler and stepped out into a humid evening. A dry rustling issued from a cluster of palms at the end of the driveway, and the air sighed above her as a pelican flew by. The front door of her childhood home was open. She pulled back the screen door and called out as she walked in. It was a bricked one story, its sides wrapped in lap siding, and it sat on a lot in Pineland that saw palms, pines, and oleanders spread generously across a half acre. 

      “In here,” Major called out. 

      Little footsteps pattered down the hallway, and Chloe turned the corner and ran to her aunt, her arms open. Ellie leaned down and gave her a long hug. “Hey Boo, how are you?”

      Chloe was beaming, “Very good. Happy birthday!”

      “It’s not my birthday, silly. It’s Major’s.”

      “I know,” she giggled, and ran into the kitchen. 

      Ellie followed her. Major was sitting at the table nursing a beer. “Hey, kiddo. Beer is in the fridge.” 

      Katie opened the refrigerator door and grabbed a Corona. She popped the top with a bottle opener and handed it to her sister.

      “Thanks,” Ellie said. 

      “Katie was just telling me about the job she had in Seattle,” Major said. “Programming smartphone applications. Did I get that right?”

      “Well done,” Katie said. 

      “You need some furniture around here,” Ellie noted. 

      “Don’t I know,” she said. “Major brought that couch in the living room over this morning. I think I’ll get Chloe a bed with the card the Potters gave me.”

      Last night Ellie had taken Katie and Chloe down to The Salty Mangrove to see a couple dozen locals who had come out to welcome them back. Gloria and Fu had given Katie a homemade gift certificate to babysit Chloe when needed, and Sharla and Gary Potter brought Katie a gift card to a furniture store in Fort Myers. Other gifts had included more gift cards, a bottle of wine, a fishing pole for Chloe, and beach towels.  

      Katie took a seat at the table and tilted her head when she noticed the leather-strapped Fossil watch on her uncle's wrist. “Hey, where’s your gold watch?” she asked. 

      “Weird, isn’t it?” Ellie said. “It’s like seeing Tom Selleck without a mustache.” 

      “Ah, it broke on me. Ellie sent it over to Haskell's to get it fixed. I thought I would’ve had it back by now, but Fred had to order the glass special.”

      “Speaking of that,” Ellie said. “What in the world happened to it? The glass was shattered pretty badly. Looked like you took it to the driving range and set it on a tee.”

      He smiled. “Don’t worry about it. It was...stupid is all. Fred will get it looking right as rain. So there’s a pretty big hurricane about to slam into the Virgin Islands. If it doesn’t change course, they have it heading up our way in the next few days.”

      “Great.” Katie rolled her eyes. “Seattle might have all the rain but hurricanes they do not.”

      Chloe jumped into Major’s lap and rested her head on his shoulder. “You made me a happy man, Katie, bringing this little thing back to me.”

      From her spot at the table, Ellie could see into the living room. “You know, Major, you didn’t buy me any furniture when I got back.”

      “You didn’t need me to.”

      “But Katie got all that money from Dad after he died.” She knew that Katie had set it all aside for Chloe's education. 

      “Uh, oh,” Katie said. “Now you’ve pulled out the big guns. You know that money is for—”

      “I know, I know,” Ellie laughed. “I’m just messing with the big guy.”

      Major’s brows lowered. “The big guy?”

      Katie eyed his midsection. “I mean, she kind of has a point.”

      “Incredible,” he said. “You both wait. All the burgers and beer will catch up to you too one day.” 

      “Not a chance,” Katie said. “Just look at us.” She did have a point. Both ladies, taller than average and slim, were fit.  

      “Just you wait,” Major said again.

      Katie got up, walked over to the pantry, and returned with a wrapped package. She handed it to Major.

      “What’s this?” he said. “I said no presents.”

      “Whatever,” Katie said. “Open it.”

      He slipped a finger underneath a seam, and as the paper tore away it revealed a large box featuring the young faces of The Beatles. “A Hard Day’s Night,” he read out loud.

      “It’s a collector's edition,” Katie said. “It has deleted scenes from the movie.” 

      “Thank you,” he said. “This is great.”

      “Is it a fun movie?” Chloe asked.

      “I think it is,” Major said. 

      “About what?”

      “It’s my favorite band, The Beatles.”

      “Eww, a movie about beatles?”

      “No,” Major chuckled. “It’s a music band called The Beatles.” He looked at Katie, slightly incredulous. “How does she not know who The Beatles are?”

      “Hey, she’s spent the last year in Seattle. You’re lucky she doesn’t have Nirvana and Soundgarden memorized.”

      Ellie slid her chair back and left the room, walked down the hall, and returned holding a wrapped gift of her own. 

      “What is that?” Chloe asked. 

      “You’ll see.” She handed it to Major. “It’s from all us girls,” Ellie said.

      Katie looked at her sister and smiled. 

      Chloe wiggled off Major’s knee and stood beside him. “You want to help me with this?” he asked her.

      “Yay!” 

      He lowered his voice. “What do you think it is?”

      “I don’t know. Open it!”

      “Do you think it’s a folding table?”

      She tilted her head and looked at him sternly and placed her hands on her hips like an exasperated mother. “Open it, Major!”

      Everyone laughed, and he and Chloe started in on the paper, pulling it away in sheets. “Careful now,” Ellie said. 

      The back of the frame was facing away from him. Once all the wrapping paper was on the floor, he picked it up and turned it around. He cocked his head back as he took in the image of the pier he loved so much. He stared at it for a long time. 

      “Wow...” Chloe said softly. 

      Major looked up, his eyes misting. “Thank you,” he said. “This...this is wonderful.” He looked at the bottom corner. “Jean did this?”

      Ellie nodded. 

      “I haven’t seen this one before.”

      “It’s new,” Ellie said. “Fresh out of the box. Or, off the easel, rather.” 

      “This is really great,” he said. He stood up and then walked over to the front door, placing the picture up on its side so the bottom of the frame rested on the carpet. He came back in the kitchen and returned to his seat, picked up his beer.

      “Chloe, honey,” Katie said, “go ahead into the living room and watch some Llama Llama if you want to.”

      “Okay, Mommy!” She gave Major a quick peck on the cheek and was gone, sitting on the couch, remote in hand, ten seconds later.

      “She’s so glad to be here,” Katie said. “I hate that I missed the last year.”

      Major shook his head. “Now don’t start that. You needed that time away. You’re here now. That’s all that matters.” 

      “Yeah,” Katie said, and then looked at her sister. “Has there been any progress looking for Ronnie’s friend?”

      No, there hadn’t been, and Ellie was beginning to feel more and more unease over it. She, Mark, and several others in their office had spent the last two days poring over everything they had on each member of Ronnie’s old group of friends. Ronnie had produced a few more names he thought might be helpful, names of those no longer in Harlan Tucker’s old group but who Ronnie thought might be able to fill in some missing pieces. They hadn’t been. No one knew anything at all. The FBI was conducting their investigation and coming up short as well. Each additional day that passed, the chances went down that they would find Dawson alive, if at all. In answer to her sister’s question, she shook her head and said, “I’d rather table that for a couple hours if it’s all the same.”

      “Sure. I get that.” After Katie took a pull on her beer, she said, “Major, tell us a story about you and Dad.”

      The dark look in his eyes said that he was taken off guard at the request. He recovered quickly and tried to smile. 

      “I’m sorry,” she said. “I know it’s hard. I’m just missing him. It’s so good to be back, but the memories didn’t leave. Part of me still believes I’m going to see him somewhere. Even these last couple days, walking through the house and turning into the kitchen, half-expecting him to be sitting right where you are, sipping a cup of coffee and listening to All Things Considered on NPR.” After Katie had graduated from the University of South Florida in Tampa, she had come back home to Pine Island and couldn’t find a good reason to live anywhere else on the island. Their father had liked the idea of her coming back home, admitting that living in a house alone wasn’t exactly the catch of the day. 

       “It’s all right,” he said. “We all miss him. It’s hard either way you swing at it.” He stared at the table top and sighed. “What do you want to know?”

      Ellie slid off her sandals, brought up her feet, and pressed her toes into the front edge of her chair. “How about a golden oldie?” she said. “One from back before the Civil War?”

      “Watch it now…”

      “Yes,” Katie chimed. “How about the one from when you both arrived at the Pacific with Lewis and Clark?” Katie looked across the table and shared a smile with her sister. 

       “You both keep being wise asses and see how much of a story you get. You can’t go ganging up on me.” 

      “We’re sorry,” Katie said. 

      “Yes, we’re sorry, old man,” Ellie said. “Now cough one up.”

      “First my weight, then my age. You two…” The back door was open, allowing a gentle breeze to come in. He looked out into the backyard and smiled as a memory surfaced. “You know, your dad and I used to go down to the Keys on the weekends and have a go at it. We loved it down at the lower latitudes. We had this shared passion for being troublesome back then, especially your father. He had this crazy way of getting me to do almost anything.” 

      “Dad?” Katie laughed. “He was always so serious.”

      “No, no. Not always. Truth is, your mother’s death mellowed him out. A lot of who he was died with her.” He shrugged. “A lot of me died with him.”  

      Ellie said nothing. 

      “Anyway,” Major continued, “there was a watering hole on Big Pine Key called the Crazy Coconut that we liked to frequent. We didn’t get down there much. Eight, nine times a year if memory serves. But this one time the four of us—Norma Jean and Gunny too—all stuffed into your father’s little Datsun extended cab and drove the five hours down to the Keys. The ride alone was always good enough reason to go. We’d have the windows down, blasting The Grateful Dead and Billy Joel from the 8-track, and a couple of us may have enjoyed a few beers along the way. Anyhow, this particular weekend we get down to the Crazy Coconut and find that it’s closed for a few weeks. A kitchen fire ripped through half the joint, and they were down for repairs. So it being a Friday and us having spent the last five hours rolling over the pavement, we immediately went searching for a different bar. Well, your dad found one.” Major shook his head as he sat up and dusted off old memories. “It was, shall we say, not our typical kind of place. I couldn’t tell if there were more Vikings or bikers there.”

      “Vikings?” Ellie said.

      “I don’t know what they were, but they were big, blonde, and broad. Everyone, even the women, had fire hydrants for necks. They all had leather vests and collectively had more tattoos than the bar had suds. Back then the Middle Keys were a little rougher than they are today. And as it turns out this particular joint had turtle races on Friday nights. Catch was you had to bring your own turtle. Well, we didn’t exactly have a turtle of our own. And that’s where your father gets this bright idea,” Major chuckled. “He sees this monster of a man who had two turtles that he kept in a little cat carrier. Supposedly, this guy would bring two turtles, and once he got there he would decide which one to race for the night. That left one behind. Frank convinced Gunny and Norma Jean to go stand up on the stage with the band and start making out. They weren’t dating, but Norma Jean was a lightweight. Get three beers in her and you could get her to...well, nevermind that.” He paused and took another pull on his beer, set the bottle back down. “So the whole room starts cheering for them. Frank gets down low and starts walking across the room like a hobbit navigating a room full of orcs. He gets over where the registration table is and signs up this turtle.”

      “He won, didn’t he?” Katie said, grinning.

      “Hold on now, I’m not quite there. The race ends up being the best of..I think three rounds, and Frank and this turtle get to the last round. Trouble was, so did the guy whose turtle he was borrowing. It’s four turtles on this narrow-framed table about ten feet long. And yes, as it turns out, your father’s turtle won. By about half a shell. And when you win they ring this bell, make you throw down a double shot of local rum, and then hand you your envelope of five hundred dollars cash. When the end came, I saw it all happen in slow motion: the biker, who had fat arms, a gray handlebar mustache, and had a couple hundred pounds on each of us, his eyes zone in on this turtle still sitting on the table. He frowns, pushes through the crowd and back to his turtle carrier, and when he saw it was empty, he pushes back through the crowd again looking pissed and walks up to the turtle still sitting on the table for a closer inspection. When he looks up, he pretty much looks like an angry wolverine, and he starts stomping over toward your father.”

      “Now, by this time your father is up on the stage, has rung the bell—the room is going crazy cheering for him—and had just downed the rum and was reaching out for the cash when I put a couple fingers in my teeth and whistled hard from the back of the room. So Frank turns and looks at me from across the room, and I frantically point to the monster coming at him. He turns to look, but not before the big guy’s fist lands square into his jaw. Frank flips around, and I see his eyes roll back and his face disappear and drop down past the sea of shoulders and heads.”

      Katie put her hand over her mouth. 

      “Norma Jean and Gunny are off to the side, and I hear her scream. The crowd goes nuts. No one knew why the winner of the turtle race just got knuckled by one of their own, but they loved it. They just ate it up, man. More cheering and now laughing. The big guy walks over to the guy with the cash and points to the turtle table then jabs his finger into his own chest. The guy with the money shrugs and hands him the envelope. The crowd cheers again. And then…” Major laughed to himself.

      “What already?” Ellie pressed.

      “And then I see Frank stand up, swaying like he has sea legs. He holds onto a microphone stand for balance, and then he’s gone and I can’t see him. Next thing I know, that envelope isn't in the big guy’s fingers anymore, and I see the top of Frank’s head bobbing up and down the side of the room, heading toward the front door. Norma Jean saw it too, so the three of us got out into the street just before he did. He’s screaming and laughing as he bolts out of there followed by a whole herd of angry thicknecks.”

      “I don’t think any of us ever ran as hard as we did that night. Norma Jean ended up flicking her sandals off. I did too. We booked it back to that Datsun and got it cranked up just as the herd got to us. As we drove away, your father sticks a hand out the window holding the envelope and waves it at them. Norma Jean was giving them the bird with both hands.” 

      “They didn’t chase you guys down?” Katie asked, laughing with him.

      “We shot it over the Seven Mile Bridge and hid the truck in some overhanging mangroves behind a motel in Marathon. We ended up staying there for the night. I think it might have been Hemingway who said not to go on trips with anyone you don’t love. He was right, you know. Those, I think, were the best days of my life.”

      Major looked into the living room, looked at Chloe watching the television. He looked at Katie and Ellie, sitting here with him. “This is right, all of us being together,” Major said. 

      Katie smiled softly. “It’s just missing Dad.”

      “Yeah,” he said. “He and I could have gone out back and taken you both in horseshoes.” He lifted a cigar from his shirt pocket. “I’ll be on the front porch if anyone wants to join me.”

      “You go ahead,” Katie said. “It’s going to take me and Ellie the next hour to put the candles on your cake.” 

      “There you go again.”

      Ellie stared out the open back door, at the old wooden playset her father had built all those years ago, at the grass growing up the sides of the narrow horseshoe stakes. 

      They were right. Frank O’Conner wasn’t here.

      But he was somewhere.
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      Off-duty Florida State Trooper Robert Barnes was just finishing up his Philly Cheesesteak omelet at the Immokalee Denny’s when the ruckus started. 

      For the last sixteen years, during which time this particular Denny’s had gone through two remodels and countless managers, he came here every Thursday night for dinner. Trooper Barnes had kept the same spot too. All this time and it never changed: the booth at the far rear corner opposite the bathrooms. It wasn’t that Thursdays were something special or held some kind of nostalgia or sentimental value. Trooper Barnes just happened to be a creature of habit, and somewhere in the yellowing pages of his past, he had made a habit of coming here on Thursday nights. Thursday night, Denny’s, Philly Cheesesteak omelet, two cups of decaf, black, and then home to read thirty pages of Louis L'Amour, shower, and lights out by ten forty-five.

      He stood up and wiped his lips with his napkin. After tossing said napkin onto his plate, he made his way toward the front. Martha Sue was standing near the register sobbing into her hands, so he put a hand on her shoulder and asked her what happened. She lifted her head to reveal two tear-streaked jowls, and then she pointed an arthritic finger toward the parking lot and told him that the man had just cursed at her for seating him at a table with crumbs still on it. “I didn’t see the crumbs,” she told him, “really I didn't.” He patted her shoulder and stepped toward the front door, reached for the handle. 

      But then he paused. It was the color, that very bright color, that gave him such pause. That shiny and terribly obnoxious orange. He didn’t see many of those out this way. But here it was. A bright orange Ford Mustang with a plate number of...he squinted through the glass at the bumper: 24X-994A. And, “That’s a bingo!” as his brother Gerald would say. Martha Sue was still crying behind him, now retelling the event to an assemblage of co-workers, but Trooper Barnes surprised himself to find that he was nearly smiling. Well, and why shouldn’t he be? This was only the second time he had gotten a BOLO himself. The first one occured when he was a young buck, back when it took him four whole days to grow a decent five-o’clock shadow and he didn’t know his gun from his holster, way back when he had just started up with the Miami PD and back when they still called it an APB. As it happened some goof in Fort Lauderdale had hopscotched right over his probation and then thought it wise to rob a record store, leaving with eighty-two dollars in cash, but not before he gave the manager two slugs for eyes and left his body strewn out amongst second hand vinyls of Fleetwood Mac and Charles Ray. Stephen Fleming, as Trooper Barnes recalled his name to be, saw his luck run out when he and an off-duty Officer Barnes shared the same laundromat one Sunday afternoon. Officer Barnes was not but a few moments away from being fully hypnotized by watching his underwear go round, and round, and round, and round in the coin-operated dryer when Fleming walked in with a plastic bag full of clothes. 

      So that must be the secret, he told himself now. Off-duty. And he allowed himself a full smile at that. 

      He slid his wallet from his back pocket and pinched out two twenties, turned and handed them to Martha Sue, told her to keep the change and that he hoped she felt better and that he’d see her same time next week. She smiled weakly and thanked him with genuine gratitude at the generous tip, and then went back to drying her tears.

      He stepped across the threshold and walked down the three steps to the parking lot. Three spaces to his left the Mustang’s engine revved up and the driver worked the pedal so the engine belched out a magnificent rattling drone. Trooper Barnes went two spaces to the right and got into his 1998 F-150. He started it up.

      The Mustang revved up again, sounding like an adolescent boy roaring for attention. The man who was rude to Martha Sue threw it in reverse and, when he was clear of the parking space, left a thin layer of rubber on the asphalt as he peeled out and turned onto U.S. Route 29, heading south. 

      Trooper Barnes kept back a fair distance and followed the orange Mustang for three miles, passing through Harker and finally turning east onto Oil Well Road. 

      Then he slipped his phone from his shirt pocket and called it in.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-One

          

        

      

    

    
      There were thirty-two people in the conference room; fourteen at the polished walnut table, two sitting in the corners, the rest standing along the wall, everyone in possession of a folder. Special Agent Tim “Jet” Jahner had spent the last hour and a half briefing everyone on the raid scheduled for this afternoon. Six of those present were from other agencies; two with Alcohol, Tobacco, Firearms, and Explosives, three with the FBI, and one with Homeland Security.

      Last night, as Ellie was driving back home from Major’s party, Garrett had called her in. Much to everyone's relief, Curtis Smith’s orange Mustang had been identified. He had led the off-duty State Trooper right to the location of Eli Oswald's compound. Ellie had gotten to the office at just after eleven and didn’t slip into bed until five hours later. They had spent the early hours of the morning coordinating with other agencies, Garrett fighting to keep the raid under his control, and waiting for retasked satellites to bring back images of the compound. Garrett was losing his battle to the FBI until, at just after two-thirty, surveillance showed two white panel vans enter the compound and, after being unloaded, leave and end up at a particular dock at PortMiami, a dock with a history of receiving shipments of drugs from Cuba. 

      The package that had been left at Jean Oglesby’s home had yielded no leads, but finding Dawson Montgomery remained everyone's top priority. The FBI allowed Garrett to take the lead with the understanding that a couple of their agents tag along. Because of Ronnie’s testimony that Eli Oswald had also been moving illegal firearms, ATF was sending someone along as well. 

      Two Special Response Teams divided into three groups would be in full gear and would enter from the front, with the exception that three agents would break off and cut through the rear chain link fence and hold that perimeter. Glitch and his team would be in a surveillance van a quarter mile out, relaying real-time drone footage of the area. Ellie would be set up in the woods; sniper backup in the event that someone fled unnoticed and made it as far as the compound wall. Eric Cardoza had nearly escaped when they raided the Ridgeside property last month. Garrett couldn't afford to chance such a slip-up this time around.  

      Jet wrapped up the briefing and thanked everyone for their participation, reminding them all why they had signed up for this kind of thing, and then dismissed them. 

      Mark, Garrett, and Ellie stayed back with Jet. After everyone cleared the room and the glass door had shut, Garrett said, “Listen, we need to get this right. I don’t want another agency getting credit for this. Ellie, you got us where we are and we need to make sure we finish this right. Stay smart out there today.”

      Mark glanced down at the folder in his hand and then back at Jet. “I didn’t see what role I have in this. Ellie’s my partner. She’s up in a tree with a rifle. What am I doing?”

       Ellie said, “Didn’t I see something in here about you staying back in a cruiser and playing Angry Birds or something?”

      Mark rolled his eyes. “I’m serious.”

      Garrett said, “You didn’t get anything on paper because it’s all being shared with the other agencies. I want you to keep an eye on the agents that are not with us.”

      “Keep an eye on?” Mark repeated.

      “Yeah, you know, babysit,” Ellie said.

      “Oh, come on…”

      “I was trying to be a little more polite, Ellie,” Garrett said. “But yes. Mark, I need you to babysit. They make a call, I want you to hear it. They talk to someone in cuffs, I want you to shut them down. This is our raid, not theirs. They’ll get their chance to talk with anyone we bring in. Just not before we do. Either way, I want you on them.”

      Ellie detected a hint of disappointment in Mark’s body language, but he maintained his professionalism. “All right, Garrett.” 

      Forty-five minutes later, much to Citrus’s great joy, Ellie took her Bayliner out on the water and spent the next hour mentally preparing herself for the raid, thinking through possible scenarios, outcomes, and the individuals involved. 

      She and Mark had started this investigation looking into Oswald’s connection to cocaine. But now, at least in her mind, that had all taken a back seat to finding Dawson Montgomery. This afternoon, if they were lucky, Dawson would be at the compound, and they could get him to safety and lock up the crazies that had wounded him. 

      By the time Ellie brought her boat back up the canal, she was ready to go.
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      Oswald's compound was exactly that. An eight-foot-high cinder block wall that ran for half a football field across the front of the property and then down the east and west sides. The rear of the property had a standard chain link fence with three-wire barb at the top against which sat tall mounds of dirt, an acting backstop for their shooting range. Access was granted at the front through a sliding chain-driven steel gate, spiked at the top. The compound was the only place within a mile, and other than a couple stragglers at the front of the property the compound had no trees to speak of. They had all been cleared away. 

      Ellie sat in a thick pine tree a hundred and thirty yards from the compound’s southern perimeter. This gave her a view of the entire property. With her depth of experience, this range might as well be point-blank. But setting up farther out was unnecessary; just over one hundred yards gave her adequate coverage in the woods without too many trees blocking her field of vision. From her perch she could see the entire length of the wall and over it into the compound.  

      She had shimmied up the tree twenty minutes ago, attached her tree seat, and sighted in the rifle, letting it rest against a sturdy branch. Modern sniper doctrine did not see a tree as a preferable sniper’s perch as it limited the sniper’s ability to “shoot and scoot.” However, in a non-battle environment such as this, a quick and soundless exfiltration was unnecessary. The Florida terrain was flat, and Ellie needed a higher elevation from which to observe the inside of the compound and its perimeter. 

      Ellie peered through the scope and waited for the raid to begin. DEA policy would not allow her to use any personal rifle which had not first been certified with the agency, so she had been provided with an M110 chambered in a 7.62 NATO caliber. It had a 20” chrome plated barrel with an accompanying 14" suppressor that brought down the sound of the bullet's explosion and discharge to only twenty-eight decibels. An XM151 3.5 - 10x variable power scope was mounted to the rail. It was an excellent weapons system, and, while most certainly an overstatement for such a close range engagement, Ellie found that she was nearly excited for the opportunity to handle it. 

      Her directive was simple: to provide any necessary coverage for their teams on the ground and to prevent anyone from escaping from the perimeter. She would be the final means of detainment, should it be needed. 

      The compound had three buildings. Besides the main, one-story house there was a large building thirty yards to the east, framed in corrugated steel. It appeared to be a storage facility. The third structure was a small storage shed that sat at the rear of the property. Early this morning, a Dodge Ram had driven in through the front gate, and Eli Oswald had gotten out and gone inside. No one had come out since. Two hours ago four men had spent a half hour on the compound's makeshift shooting range, discharging rounds from both handguns and semi-automatic rifles. Surveillance over the last fifteen hours put nine people on the property, and no one was discounting the possibility that more could be on the compound that surveillance hadn’t picked up yet. 

      The mood throughout the teams was now grave. This wouldn’t be a raid on a stash house where half the occupants might have a few handguns lying around. Today’s raid would be against a group that appeared to be dealing in drugs and possibly illegal weapons and had no issues with kidnapping and torturing those who tried to rat them out. 

      A rush of controlled adrenaline warmed Ellie as she heard Jet’s voice through her earpiece.

      “All teams report.”

      “Alpha One, ready.” Alpha would come in the front door. 

      “Bravo Two, ready.” Bravo would snake around the rear of the home.

      “Charlie Three, ready.” Charlie would break off and inspect the two standalone buildings. 

      “Standby,” Jet replied. Only the occasional breath could be heard. 

      Glitch was in a surveillance van down the road, parked on a dirt trail used only by seasonal hunters. The teams waited for the order to move, waited for Glitch to finishing hacking into the wireless connection to the front gate. Finally, when the gate shuddered and slid a few feet back along its track, Jet said, “Go, go,” his voice quiet but urgent. 

      Ellie watched as Jet silently led the way in, trailed by a team of twelve other officers clad in muted woodland SWAT gear. They silently snaked their way to the edge of the inside wall and moved stealthily toward the main house. Arriving there they tucked in behind the Dodge Ram, the Mustang, and a brown van. Jet gave the thumbs up, pointed two fingers at the front door, and he and his team left the cover of the vehicles. They crept up to the front porch, and Jet stepped back. One of his men sent a battering ram crashing into the door lock. It cracked and splintered under the force. 

      Barking loud commands, the team swarmed inside.
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      He had come out of the rear of the steel building, running like the wind toward the compound wall. Ellie spoke into her microphone. “Charlie, tango approaching south perimeter. Be advised.”

      “Copy. Engage at—” He was cut off by bursts of handgun fire.

      The man on the loose kept coming. He disappeared from her view as he arrived at the wall’s perimeter. Peering through her scope she saw a few fingers appear at the top of the wall and quickly disappear. The wall was high. The fingers appeared again, stayed a little longer now as they struggled to maintain a grip. They vanished again and quickly reappeared.

      This time, they didn’t fall away.

      A tangled mess of dirty blonde hair peeked up above the top edge of the cinder blocks. The man was giving it his all, and as his face began to appear Ellie could see that it was flushed red as the man held his breath and struggled to pull himself up. She slid her finger off the trigger guard and aimed just to his left. She slowly squeezed the trigger. 

      Snap.

      Concrete exploded from the wall as Ellie’s round tore into the cinder block and exited the other side. 

      The surprised man slid back but surprisingly didn’t let go. His head reappeared, and he struggled up again. He threw an arm over the top and heaved himself up, his chest now leaning on the top of the wall. 

      She could picture his feet struggling like a frantic mouse on the other side of the wall as they raced to find purchase. Using his arms, he pulled more and came up another few inches. Another half a foot and he would be able to straddle the wall and drop to the other side. He hadn’t heeded her warning shot.  

      That left Ellie only one choice. 

      She heard Jet’s voice advising the teams that they had secured the house. Shots in the steel building had ceased. 

      Ellie put the man in her reticle and spoke into her mic. “Medic. Make your way to the  inside southeast quadrant of perimeter wall. Man down.” She slowly breathed out.

      Then she fired.
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      The round had punched through his right hand. She had aimed just below his fingertips on the hand that was extended the farthest from his body. She could hear him howling from the ground on the other side. 

      She waited and watched. No one else manifested. Three minutes later Jet called the all clear, and now that he had agents freed up he stationed one near each inside corner of the compound, directing them to watch the perimeter.  

      Ellie shuffled down the tree. She saddled her gear and jogged through the woods toward the front entrance to the compound. She trotted past the gate and into the compound that was now swarming with department vehicles. A Kevlar vest sat heavily across her chest, hidden beneath a wooded polo, and it rubbed against the soft flesh of her neck as she moved. She looked toward her left, toward the back end of the property, and saw three agents huddled over the man she had wounded. Mark was a couple cruisers over, speaking with the FBI. Garrett was standing near his Expedition, wearing an agency ball cap and sunglasses. He had his fingers at his ear, listening. He nodded at what he was hearing and then noticed Ellie. “Hey, good job.” 

      Ellie motioned in the direction of the man she had shot. “What’s the damage?” she asked. 

      “He may not be able to give anyone the bird anymore, but he’ll be fine.” 

      “Did we get them?” she asked.

      “No. Jet said Oswald and Smith are still unaccounted for.”

      “Dawson?” she asked expectantly. 

      “No. I’m going in the house. Come with me.” An agent came out the front door. Garrett gestured toward Ellie. “Bruce, take Ms. O’Conner’s gear, please, and secure it.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      Ellie unslung her rifle. She cleared the chamber and removed the magazine, returning it to her waist pack. She handed off her tree seat, rifle, and utility belt to the officer who walked her belongings over to an agency truck.

      The interior was dark. Dirty, cream-colored linoleum floors lined the front entrance into the kitchen, and dark wood-paneled walls formed the interior. They walked into the kitchen where seven people—five men and two women—were sitting on the floor next to the table, their hands cuffed behind their backs, a steel cable wrapped through their arms until they were to be escorted off the premises. She surveyed faces that were impassive, stoic. One of the men was even grinning against a nose that was bleeding and appeared broken. None of the faces belonged to their leader. 

      Jet materialized behind her. He pointed to the man with the broken nose. “That’s the gentleman who opened fire on team Charlie.”

      “Everyone all right?” she asked.

      “Yeah. Lucky for them he seems to have been one of the few people around here who didn’t spend enough time at their practice range.”

      Garrett, addressing Jet, said, “Tear this compound up. I didn’t storm in here today to not come away with Oswald. He’s here somewhere. Find out where.”

      “Yes, sir.”

       Garrett brought out his handgun and started down the main hallway. Ellie unholstered her Glock 23 and drew the slide back, making it hot.

      She followed Garrett through the house. They had reviewed old blueprints of the home earlier in the day. Now, as they assessed it in person, they took special notice of where someone could hide. The attic had been cleared. There was no basement. The house was built on a concrete slab and had no crawl space. Together, Ellie and Garrett worked through the master bedroom, tapping the walls, tugging and prodding at the carpet, double-checking the closets. They moved into the master bath, the guest bath, and two more bedrooms before entering what had been set up as a leisure room of sorts. 

      Ellie touched her mic. “Glitch. Run back tapes from earlier when we saw Oswald and Smith enter the compound. Confirm again they didn’t exit. We don’t have them.”

      “You got it.”   

      A green felted pool table sat in the middle of the floor, and a couch sat against the far wall facing a flat screen TV. A refrigerator in the corner hummed loudly like it was about to give out. A bedroll in one corner, beer cans on the floor. Cardboard boxes up to the ceiling in another corner. She slid the boxes around and peered behind them. Nothing. She examined the contents of the boxes. They were filled with Magpul 30 round magazines and military MREs. There was no sign of anyone hiding in the room. 

      “Glitch,” she said into her mic. “You still have a drone on the house?”

      “Affirmative.” 

      “Anyone on the roofs? Any irregularities?”

      “Negative.” 

      She paused and thought. There were only two options before them. Either Oswald and Smith were hiding somewhere or they had managed to get away. The former was the strongest possibility. They had drones in the air during the entire operation, and the feeds had been closely monitored prior to the raid. Last they had seen, Oswald entered this house from the front door and hadn’t left. He hadn’t even gone out onto another area of the property. Which meant that he was still here or somehow he had slipped out unnoticed. “We’re sure the attic is secure?” she asked. She knew the answer. They wouldn’t have sounded the all clear unless it was. 

      “Yes,” Jet replied. “And we’re not getting anything out of these morons in the kitchen.”

      Garrett said, “Let’s find them, people. We’re not leaving without them.” 

      Attics, closets, under beds, and behind furniture. Ellie walked across the room to the window and checked the lock. It was closed, locked. She moved to the side of the room and slowly checked the paneling and the carpet for seams. She stepped around the hutch that held the television and continued her track forward. She came to the couch and then, with a hard push, sent it away from the wall. Nothing seemed out of place. She pushed the couch back and, as she did so, the tip of her right boot felt a give. She slid the couch back again, pushing harder this time and moving it completely out of the spot where it had been sitting. She pressed her foot into the carpet again and it gave more than it should have. She holstered her gun, got on her knees, and pressed down with both hands. The carpet depressed like a tiny trampoline. Ellie came back to her feet and stepped up to the wall. 

      Garrett came over. “What are you seeing?”

      A tiny strand of carpet stood out from beneath the grimy baseboard. She bent down, grabbed it, and pulled. It lifted a few inches, and after gaining a tighter grip she pulled harder. The carpet came back, and Ellie immediately felt the temperature around her turn cooler. Garrett groaned. She looked down and shook her head. “Well done, Oswald. Well done.”
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      Eli Oswald gave a final push upwards, and the severed tree stump gave way and light poured down into the tunnel, temporarily blinding him. He heaved it aside and scurried up the last few rungs before falling into a dry carpet of pine needles and scattered leaves. Curtis Smith huffed as he pulled his large frame up behind Oswald and then slid the stump back over the hole. They took a minute to catch their breath. Oswald looked in the direction of the compound, but he couldn’t see it. It was only sixty yards away, but from where he was sitting the trees and the unkept growth on the forest floor blocked a clear view.

      “What now?” Smith said angrily. “I’m so pissed. We were on such a good roll.”

      Oswald rubbed the loose dirt off his forearms. “It’s Dawson, man. That’s how they got to us. No other way I can think of. I should’ve been more resolute in getting Ronnie. They would have never known it was us if Ronnie didn't talk.” He spit then set his jaw hard. “We’re gonna regroup, that’s what. First we’ve got to lay low. Now they’re onto us. It won’t be like it was before.”

      “Dammit. We were doing so good too.”

      Oswald came up into a crouch. “We’ve gotta go. They’ll find the tunnel soon enough, and I don’t want to be within a Montana mile of near here, my man.”

      “Where’re we goin’?”

      “We aren’t going anywhere. We’re splittin’ up. Lay low and don’t get caught.”

      “How will I find you?”

      “I’ll reach out when it’s time, my man. Might be a Montana minute. You should go up to Tennessee and visit Janey. They don’t know about her.”

      “Good idea.” 

      He clapped a hand on Smith’s shoulder. “Be careful, my man. Once everything dies down, me and you will come back right as rain, yes siree.” Then Eli Oswald stood up and disappeared into the woods. 

      
        
        _______________

      

      

      Ellie held her hand out. “I need your light.” Garrett unsnapped his small flashlight and handed it to her. She clicked it on, got on her stomach, and peered down the hole. A makeshift ladder assembled with two-by-fours ran through the home’s foundation and into the soil beneath. “It terminates...ten feet down,” she said. “And tunnels north.” She examined the ladder for anything other than wood or nail heads: wires, a metal or plastic box, switches. Seeing nothing, she squinted down at the end of the ladder and saw boot prints in the dirt. She stood back up. 

      Garrett had already notified Glitch to reposition the drones over the woods and farther down each end of the road. Then he had told Jet to send his men north into the woods and begin a search. 

      To Ellie’s surprise, Mark entered the room. “What are you doing here?” she asked.  

      “I conscripted him for the search,” Garrett said. “That’s a priority over keeping the other agencies in line.”

      “I think they’re good,” Mark said. “They’re hanging back waiting for us to give them the go ahead.”

      “They’ll be waiting a while.”

      “Is that what I think it—?” Mark asked.

      “Escape hole,” Garrett interjected. 

      Mark stepped toward it and peered down, let out a low whistle. 

      Ellie slid to the edge of the opening and dangled her feet inside.

      “What are you doing?” Garrett asked. “You’re not going down there, Ellie. Let Jet’s guys do it. It could be rigged.”

      “Do you want to find Dawson or not?” Ellie said.

      “Ellie—”

      “Look,” she interrupted. “We don’t have a bomb squad on site. I don’t see anything on the ladder. The soil at the bottom isn’t freshly turned, so the odds are against it being rigged. Might as well be me.” Still, Garrett could be right, so Ellie intended to bypass the ladder altogether and hope for the best. Mark stepped back when she grabbed the edge and started to lower herself down. 

      “Okay,” Garrett said, albeit reluctantly.

      Ellie brought her body down into the narrow cavity until her arms were straight and she was holding on by just her fingertips. She let go and landed on her feet. Nothing happened. She ducked down and shined her light down what was a narrow tunnel with no light source. Wood supports ran across the ceiling and down the sides every five or six feet, clearly intended to prevent a cave-in. 

      “Mark, you coming?” she called up. 

      Mark looked at his boss. Reluctantly, Garrett nodded at him. 

      Mark, who felt more comfortable in an office than in some crazy man’s escape hole, sighed. “Coming.” He maneuvered his legs into the hole. 

      Ellie told him to bypass the ladder and then crouched into the tunnel and moved out of Mark’s drop zone. 

      Ten seconds later he was in, holding his elbow and grimacing. 

      “You all right?”

      “Yeah. Fine. Just scraped it on the foundation coming down.”

      “More respectful than a paper cut, I guess.”

      “Shut it. Let’s go.”

      She took the lead and spoke into her mic, “It’s heading due north, Garrett. As far as the light shows, I don’t see any turns yet.”

      “Copy.” 

      The tunnel was narrow, less than five feet high in some places. The smell of damp earth filled the space, and trees and plant roots poked out where they had been partially severed, or not at all. She paused briefly every few yards to listen and inspect for trip wires, but she saw nothing alarming and heard no sound from the other end. Ellie estimated that they had gone roughly fifty yards when Mark said, “This tunnel was not a small feat. They were serious about not getting caught.” 

      Ellie now knew where the dirt backstop to their shooting range had come from. 

      They continued on, and the farther they advanced the greater the certitude Ellie had that they would not find them. You didn’t put this kind of effort into an escape route and not do everything not to get caught. They went another fifty feet when the flashlight caught something. Two-by-fours set three feet apart reached upward. “Here it is.” They came to the bottom of the next makeshift ladder and looked up. It was seven rungs to the top and terminated at a large tree stump whose largest roots had been severed. Smaller roots dangled off like thick worms with clods of hard packed earth wedged in between. Ellie examined each rung, checking again for anything that would tell her it was connected to an explosive. Again, she saw nothing. Half holding her breath, she climbed up a few rungs and checked again. Then she examined the circumference of the stump’s bottom. Still, nothing ominous. She had two choices at this point. She could wait for an agent at the top to locate the stump and examine it from above or she could go now.  

      She looked down. “Step back. I’m moving this.”

      “Wait. What if—”

      She heaved upwards and shouldered the heavy stump off the opening and onto the forest floor. 

      “...it’s rigged,” she heard Mark finish sheepishly. 

      Ellie brought out her Glock, scanned the immediate area, and exited the hole. She notified Garrett and Jet of their distance and direction from the compound and then called down to her partner. “It’s clear. Come on up. Watch your elbow.”
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      Garrett stood over the hole’s mouth, peering down. The muted sounds of Ellie and Mark shuffling down the tunnel finally turned faint and then disappeared altogether. He turned around and examined the room. The hole had been well hidden and had it not been for Ellie’s thoroughness they may not have discovered it until much later.

      Something caught his eye on the wall near the window. 

      He walked toward it. The wood paneling was bulging. Not a large bulge—it could possibly pass for being warped. Garrett decided to look closer. He ran his fingers up the seam where it joined the panel next to it. He tapped on it with his fingertips. 

      It was hollow. He walked to the next panel, one that wasn’t bulging, and tapped. The vibrations were muted. There was insulation behind it. Just as it should be. Walking back to the first panel he pulled out his pocket knife and wedged the blade into the seam, and the makeshift level pressed the thin wood outward. It popped and he slid the knife down farther, repeated the motion, popped another brad nail. 

      Garrett closed the blade and returned the knife to his pocket. He grabbed the panel, and successive pops rattled through the room as he tore it away from the wall. He pulled one more time, and the entire piece gave way. He stepped back, and as he let the panel fall to the floor he stared at the opening it left behind. In the wall, sitting along the cross studs, was the beginning of a veritable armory. The insulation had been removed to make room for the weapons. Fragmentation grenades, handguns, and two rifles, one being the Barrett M107 anti-materiel rifle and the other a Heckler and Koch G3 battle rifle, the grandson of the German ‘Storm Rifle’ that had been ubiquitous on so many World War II battlefields. 

      Garrett spoke into his ear mic. “Eight and nine, I need you back here with me.”

      “We’re the only two watching the detainees, sir.” 

      “Jet,” Garrett said, “can you replace them?”

      Silence, and then, “I have no one freed up right now.”

      “Eight and nine, they’re cuffed and strung together. They aren’t going anywhere. I’ll switch with you. I need you to document this.” 

      “Yes, sir.”

      Seconds later two men clad in full gear entered the room. Their eyes bulged as they looked at the weaponry. “Holy Toledo,” one of them said. 

      “Pull all the paneling,” Garrett said. “Make sure not to touch anything. I guess I need to get Greg from ATF in here.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      And that was the moment when the house was violently shaken by the explosive force of two pounds of Semtex discharging at 8500 meters per second, when everything in the kitchen—the refrigerator, twenty-three linear feet of upper and lower cabinets, a table, five chairs, a sink, a coffee maker, and seven people who had recently been read their Mirandas—disappeared into vapor.
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      The air shook around them, pulsing with sonic fury. 

      Mark froze. “What was that?”

      Ellie turned wide-eyed toward the compound. “An explosion.” 

      “Oh, no.”

      They had spent the last two minutes searching the woods around the tunnel opening and found little. Mark had discovered a single boot print. That was it. Ellie had found nothing. 

      “Let’s go,” she said.

      At that moment three agents appeared from the trees and called in Ellie and Mark’s location. Ellie drew up. “What happened?” she asked.

      “We don’t know.”

      Ellie pointed back to the stump. “There’s the opening. See what you can find. And expand your search perimeter,” she yelled as she and Mark ran back toward the compound. They came out of the woods near the road and rounded the wall of the compound, entering through the front gate. A light gray cloud was dissipating high in the sky. Agents were scrambling furiously like terrified ants, and someone was screaming like a banshee in the medic van. Ellie pulled up at the south end of the house where the kitchen had been. The foundation lay bare in a ten foot radius, a large hole in the center of the concrete. The roof in that area was gone, and what was left of an exterior wall lay sagging into the rubble, propped up only by the other end. Ellie could see right into the living room and down the hall, rubble and debris littered everywhere. 

      Mark muttered something unintelligible, and he followed Ellie around to the rear of the home where they found Garrett sitting on the ground, thirty feet off the rubble, his head drooping between his legs, his arms lanced with tiny cuts, and flecks of wood lay strewn through his disheveled, dusty hair. 

      Ellie raced up to him, kneeled down. “Garrett. Are you all right?”

      He looked up slowly. “Yeah.” A long cut was bleeding under his eye.

      “What happened?” Mark said.

      “They rigged the place. The blast came from...from the kitchen.” 

      Jet ran up and, after silently assessing Garrett, said, “Sir, we just loaded Agent Riggs into a medic van. They’re heading out now. Emergency services has been called in.” His face was grave.  

      “How is he?” Garrett asked warily. 

      “A long piece of timber got him underneath his vest, and it’s lodged in deep. It’s pretty bad.” 

      Garrett nodded and looked back at the ground. He put his hands in the dirt, shifted his weight, and grimaced as he stood up. 

      “You sure you’re okay?” Ellie asked.

      “Yeah. Fine. Anyone else?” he asked Jet.

      Jet touched his ear mic, listening. “Team leaders just reported in. Other than Agent Riggs, we’ve got one with severe burns on his forearm and neck and another with a broken tibia. We’re lucky that, besides you three at the other end of the house, the rest of the team was out searching the area. What about the detainees?” Jet asked. 

      Garrett shook his head, pointed his chin toward where the kitchen had been. “What do you think?” He pointed to a spot at the other end of the house. The bottom half of a leg, a mangled tennis shoe still attached, lay red and skinless. “We’ll only find pieces,” he said.

      Jet removed his helmet, ran a frustrated hand through his short white hair, and cursed. He threw his helmet down, and it skittered across the hard-packed dirt. “I need everyone to move away from the structures and back toward the vehicles,” he yelled across the yard. “We’ll need to bring in Bomb Squad and have them search.”

      They all gave the smoldering rubble a wide berth and followed Jet back to the front.
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      Andrés pulled the inconspicuous Malibu into the circular drive and waited. He didn’t honk. He had learned that lesson the very first week he came to work for Ringo. Honking was disrespectful, in Ringo’s opinion. You pulled up, you waited. You waited no matter how long it took.

      In this instance, Andrés waited less than five minutes, and while he did he turned on his Spotify playlist and sent it via Bluetooth through the car’s speakers. The artist of choice was Eminem. Andrés leaned his head against the headrest. He closed his eyes. His cousin Francisco had loved this song, “Not Afraid.” It had been his theme song, and he, like the song, said he would break out of the cage one day. The cage that was Ciudad Juárez. That one day when he made enough of his own money, he would get out. But now that day would never come for Francisco. Not after he’d gotten gunned down in the street, murdered by a rival cartel, the individual names of the murderers never to be found out. 

      Andrés missed his family. His missed his madre.

      The door opened, and Andrés sat up and quickly turned off the music. Ringo got in and shut the door. “Andrés. Thank you for picking me up.”

      “Of course, Jefe.” He pulled away from the house, down the driveway, and out onto the main road running through the community of mansions. He pulled an envelope from the visor above his head, handed it to Ringo.

      Ringo took it and rested his hand on his knee. “He got away?” Ringo finally said.

      “Yes,” Andrés replied. 

      “How?”

      “A tunnel from what I understand.”

      “You tell Aldrich I want to meet with him. Yesterday. He has a lot of explaining to do. The wrong people could have gotten hurt. Or worse. It’s unacceptable.”

      “I will tell him when we speak next,” Andrés said. “He said he was going dark for the next several days. He also said that he was having problems with the detonator and had intended to do it the day before but that the timing worked out better anyway, at least in his opinion.” 

      Ringo clenched his teeth, and a muscle stood out along his jawline.

      “It was foolish, Jefe. The timing.”

      “Yes.” He changed the topic. “What is Yolanda reporting?”

      “Only good things. Mr. Armstrong has become...what is the word?” It came to him. “Amenable. I am not sure if it had anything to do with the picture we gave him of his children getting on the school bus, but he has not been griping as much.”

      Ringo adjusted his fedora. “He’s a smart man and has built a good business for himself. In time he may come to see that we have done a good thing for him. He’s going to make it a long way in the distillery business.”

      Ten minutes later Andrés pulled up to a small brick building occupied by separate organizations. On the right was the local chapter of the American Heart Association and on the left was the Harry Miles Cancer Research Center. 

      “After this, do you want to get some shrimp for lunch?” Ringo asked. 

      “Sure, Jefe. You know I am always good for shrimp.”

      Ringo stepped into the warm, humid afternoon air, cooled slightly by a breeze blowing across the massive Caloosahatchee River just beyond. Ringo took the door on the left and was greeted warmly before he made it to the receptionist’s desk. 

      “Well, there he is. It’s always so good to see you.” The plump lady had a sweet face and graying hair that curled naturally at the ends. She wore pearls and a shade of lipstick that complemented her complexion. She was classy. Ringo liked classy.

      He offered up a charming grin. “That’s because I help pay your salary. Hello, Margaret.”

      “You should pay for my dinner one of these days.” 

      He handed her the envelope. 

      She took it and stared at it for a while before looking  up at him. “You don’t know how many lives you’re changing,” she said softly. “How many you’ve changed already.”

      “And I don’t need to.” 

      “You need to take it easy,” she said. “With all these businesses you have running, you need to take time for a rest. Don’t overdo it.”

      “You keep on sounding like my mother and you’ll have to wait a long time for that dinner.” He winked down on her.

      “Don’t tease me now,” she blushed. 

      He looked at the envelope. “There’s a little extra in there this time.”

      “More? How...can—I’m sorry,” she said quickly. “It’s not my business. You just do so much.”

      He couldn’t tell her the truth, so he said, “I’ve cashed out of some investments that came due.”

      “Molly isn’t here. I’m sure she would want to thank you in person, as always.”

      “No need. Maybe next time. Give her my hellos.”

      “Of course.”

      “And as usual—”

      “We keep your name out of it all.”

      He smiled. “You found it under the doormat.”

      “You should come see me someday when you don’t have anything to drop off.”

      “One day I will. That’s a promise.”

      “Don’t break my heart now,” she smiled. 

      “I’ll see you again in a couple weeks, Margaret. You’re getting away from this storm, right?”

      “Leaving in an hour.”

      He nodded approvingly. “Be good.” He walked back out to the car and, as Andrés pulled away, said, “You and Chewy both need to get out of here and head north. That storm is getting bigger. I know you don’t get a lot of hurricanes in Juárez, so I’ll tell you that they’re nothing to mess around with.” He turned and looked out the window, looking past the tint but not really looking at anything. 

      “We will.” Andrés could see that Ringo was more contemplative than before he had gone in to drop off the gift. He always was when he came out of there. Andrés knew what he had done, what he had given them. Andrés had gotten the cashier's check himself. He kept his eyes on the road and turned south onto McGregor Boulevard. “You are a good man, Ringo. There are no men in Mexico who work in drugs and then go do what you do. Not unless they are seeking more power. It is honorable.”

      Ringo didn’t answer, just continued staring thoughtfully out the window, an uneasiness crawling through him. One he couldn’t quite pin down.
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      Ellie hated paperwork more than anything. She couldn’t think of what might be worse. Cleaning Porta Potties perhaps, but right now she was thinking that even that wouldn’t be so bad. 

      The raid had ended with one suspect getting two of his fingers blasted off by a close range shot from Ellie’s rifle. Forensics had later shown that the man had been high on mushrooms when the raid occurred, and after the medics got him back to the van to care for his hand he started bellowing about the ostrich that was munching on his hands and kept letting off horrific screams as though someone were eating him alive. But the reason forensics had been brought in for this particular individual was that, as he was screaming and as the medics were trying to hold him down, he had managed to unholster one of their sidearms and blew his brains out. 

      And then there was the explosion that left seven dead, and with Eli and Curtis escaping there was no one to question, no one to put pressure on. So the pressure was coming from inside. She had spent all morning in the conference room with a team from the DEA’s Inspection Division, answering questions about the raid and her decision-making process. It was standard procedure, but the team from Virginia may as well have told Ellie that they thought she had set the bomb herself. They were just doing their jobs, being objective, but that didn't mean she had to like the way they went about it. In addition, it all meant hours of reports, thousands of words.

      By everyone’s standards, the raid had been fully unsuccessful. They ended up with three wounded agents, one still in critical condition, seven prisoners that had been ripped tooth to toenail, and another who had executed himself with an agency-issued firearm, because of, you know, the ostriches. The explosive used in the blast had been identified as Semtex, a hard to acquire explosive that was still available on some parts of the black market. Early on, Muammar Gaddafi, the deposed leader of Libya, had kept storehouses of Semtex and then in the late 1970s sold tons of it to the Irish Republican Army, among other worldwide factions. After his death the remainder was broken up and pressed into the unpredictable hands of the black market. It appeared that Oswald and Smith had not only escaped but had literally cleared the bases, setting the explosives in an attempt to ensure that no one was left to squeal on them. They had gotten lucky. Eli Oswald had just batted a thousand. 

      And yet, those reasons weren’t the biggest failure of all, in Ellie’s opinion. Letting Oswald and his buddy escape was bad all right, but it didn’t touch the fact that they hadn’t located Dawson Montgomery, and no one remained to tell them where he was, whether he was still alive. That fact alone, accompanied by the image of that open box on Jean Oglesby's counter, had left Ellie with very little sleep last night. 

      Ellie’s desk phone rang. She typed out a few more words and grabbed up the receiver. “Hey, Garrett.”

      “Ellie, can you put a pause on what you’re doing for a minute? Come see me in my office.” His voice was strained. 

      “Sure. Give me a minute.” She returned the phone to its cradle and clicked away at the keyboard, finishing her paragraph. She saved the internal document, shut the lid to her laptop, and walked across the room. 

      Before she could knock on Garrett’s glass office door, he motioned for her to come in. “Have a seat.” His face was taut. A tiny butterfly bandage clung to his upper cheek where he had gotten nicked in the blast the day before. 

      “What’s up?” she asked. “You don’t look so good.”

      “Ah, I’ll be all right. Listen, we need to have a hard chat.”

      Ellie shifted in her chair. “Okay. Let’s have it.”

      “You’ve done a hell of a job since you’ve come on my team. It’s been what, nearly three months?”

      “Something like that.”

      “I invited you over here on a whim because I was frustrated that we weren't getting the right people locked up. But as you also know I haven’t been given much of a budget to do that. Then I ended up pulling Mark off his primary directive and putting him with you.”

      “What are you trying to say, Garrett?”

      He tried to smile, failed, and then said. “I’ve got to let you go. For now,” he added quickly. 

      His words scraped against her. “Like, leave the agency?”

      “Yes.”

      “What for?”

      “Honestly? Ellie, the casualties have mounted so high I can’t talk my way around them.”

      “But this is the line of work we’re in, Garrett. I haven’t stepped out of line. Not once.”

      “I know you haven't. But think about it. We’ve got two dead Mexicans and five wounded from when you were escorting Victor Calderon back to prison. Then we’ve got Special Agent Sanchez getting shot in the arm when we raided the stash house over at Ridgeside. And then,” he tossed out his hands.

      “The compound.”

      He nodded.

      “But why me?” Ellie asked. “The raid was executed properly. By everyone involved. We couldn't have known about the Semtex. Bringing dogs in on a raid like that isn’t standard. To search for drugs, sure, but not explosives. Who would have known that Oswald would be the kind of guy willing to nuke his own people? On top of that, the shootout at the barn and the raids on the stash house and the compound were all because of what I brought to the table.”

      He threw his hands out. “You’re preaching to the choir, old friend. But you’re the one who shot those men at the barn, and,” he paused briefly, “that makes you an easy target. There’s just too much politics involved right now. You know as well as I do that raiding a stash house here and there gives up enough kilos to hold up in front of the camera. That looks good for the higher ups. All these deaths? Not so much. I have to answer for them, and my superiors have to answer for them. You know as well as I do that it gets really hard to explain away almost ten deaths in three months. Had we actually come away with someone we could lock up and question, that might be one thing. But Oswald’s gone, Smith is gone, and”—he tossed his hands out—“who even knows about the Montgomery guy? He’s not even part of our MO anyway.” 

      “Unbelievable,” Ellie said. She knew how these things went. Someone had to take the fall. Why not her? Administratively, she was on the fringes—part time, a contractor. She sighed. “Okay. When?” She already knew the answer.

      Garrett folded his arms. “As soon as you’re done with your reports,” he said flatly. 

      “That will be this afternoon.”

      He stared at her blankly, sighed. 

      “Garrett. I’ve been around the block enough to know that it’s politics that drowns out good people and good decisions. You know that all we’ve done these last few months will be for nothing unless we can go the final push. If we don’t, the wrong people will just surge into the hole we made and fill the vacuum.”

      “I know.” 

      “What about Mark? Will you keep him on it?”

      “Where I can, yes. He’ll need to wrap up loose ends.”

      The office door opened, and a lady in a gray pantsuit entered, clutching a leather notepad holder, her black hair pulled back into a tight ponytail, her face impassive. Sheila Davis with the Inspection Division. Sheila and her team had flown down from Virginia before the sun came up this morning, and Ellie had spent half the morning with her all the while feeling a little like a lamb to the slaughter. 

      Garrett motioned for Sheila to take a chair. She shook her head. “Miss O’Conner, thank you for your time earlier this morning. I’m sure we’ll have additional questions for you, so please leave a good phone number with SAIC Cage here.” 

      Without replying, Ellie asked, “Do you know the FBI’s plan? I brought this case forward. Can you at least give me that?”

      “Of course,” Sheila said. “From what I understand they have a local team working on it and are bringing in support personnel after this hurricane passes. It’s set to make landfall here late tomorrow night, so there isn’t much they can do for putting feet on the ground until it passes.”

      “After the storm passes? You're kidding, right?” She came to her feet. “This isn’t just a missing person. He’s going to be in awful shape. Please tell me they’re not dragging their feet trying to locate him.”

      “I don’t think they are dragging their feet at all. As I said, they’re flying in a team to help.”

      “In two days,” she snapped. 

      “Ellie,” Garrett said, “you’ve got to let Quantico do this their way.” 

      Sheila scribbled a few notes on her pad, tore the page off, and handed it to Garrett. “Ms. O’Conner,” she said curtly, and left the office. 

      “What a jewel,” Ellie said, and then asked the question still weighing on her the most. 

      “What about Ringo? He’s out there somewhere.”

      “Ellie...I just don’t have any answers right now. What I do have is a conference room full of Sheilas who won’t be getting off my tail anytime soon.” 

      Ellie walked over to the window. From here she could see the north part of the city: strip malls, George H. Walker Elementary School, Scott’s Scuba Shop, Putt-Putt Palace. This community was so full of life. She thought back to her initial reluctance to jump on board with Garrett's offer to come work for the DEA. Now, she wished she would have started sooner. “I’m glad you brought me on,” she said, still staring out the glass. This was all surreal. It would pass, she knew, but for now this entire conversation felt like some kind of warped dream. “We got some things accomplished.”

      “Me too, Ellie. I’m still hopeful that I can get a role like yours back on the budget come early next year. You’ll be the first person I come to when that happens.” He stood up, and Ellie turned around. She stepped in and gave her old friend a hug. 

      “If it’s all right, I’ll go get everything sorted out on my desk and computer. There’s still a few mental loose ends I’d like to tie up before I shut this down.”

      “Sure thing. I’ll have Sandra stop by your desk with your exit paperwork. I may need you to come back in over the next week or so to answer a few more questions from team FUN in the conference room. Turn in your laptop to Glitch when you’re done and drop your badge off with security on your way out.”

      “Okay.”

      “Ellie.”

      She looked over at him.

      “I’m sorry. I really am.”

      She tried to smile. “No worries.” 

      When Ellie got back to her desk, she slumped back in her chair and closed her eyes, replaying the conversation over and over. It didn’t really matter where you were—CIA, DEA, Washington, Wall Street—politics and bureaucracy were sure to follow. It was the way of the world. So that wasn’t what was really bothering her. What was making her fidget with her pen, what was causing her to gnaw hard on her bottom lip, was that she was leaving here with so much left undone. Where had Eli Oswald and Curtis Smith run off to? Who had been supplying their drugs? Who exactly was Ringo? And currently the most pressing, where was Dawson Montgomery? 

      She had not yet found Adam Stark’s killer. With everything she had accomplished up to this point, she had still come up empty on that. She’d be damned if she was going to let Dawson Montgomery elude her too.
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      “I can’t believe I came back a week before a major hurricane,” Katie grumbled. She zipped up the suitcase and slid it against the wall. “We just finished unpacking these. Chloe! You about ready?”

      “Just a minute, Mommy!” Chloe called from her room down the hall.

      Ellie had come over to see her family off. Katie was meeting Sharla and Gary Potter in North Fort Myers where she would park her car farther away from the effects of a possible storm surge. From there she and Chloe would ride with the Potters to a vacation home they kept up in Jacksonville. 

      Hurricane Josephine was now a Category 4 storm, with sustained winds hovering at one hundred and thirty-two miles an hour and was set to start bludgeoning the Keys within the next few hours. A second U.S. landfall had been forecasted for Lee County less than twenty-four hours from now. 

      “I probably don’t need to tell you this,” Ellie said, “but don’t expect Major to join you. I know he said he would, but he’ll be securing boats until the last second.”

      “I know. I hate that he does that. That’s what insurance is for.” Katie set a hand on Ellie’s shoulder. “Are you all right?”

      “Yeah. Why?”

      “I don’t know.” An ice chest sat on the kitchen table. She turned around and started organizing the food inside it. “This whole thing about the DEA letting you go. It’s ridiculous.”

      “There’s nothing I can do about it.”

      “What about Garrett? He can’t work some magic or something?”

      “He already did that just bringing me on. I’m not going to worry about it. It is what it is, as Major likes to say.” 

      Katie shut the lid and looked around the kitchen, making sure they weren’t forgetting something. “Well, speaking of Major, I’m going to be helping out at The Salty Mangrove, if it’s even there after this storm.”

      “So you’re mad that I’m out of a job, and you’re going to take the last one I have?” Ellie laughed.

      “Hey, he’s paying me. I need it. He told me he’s offered to pay you a hundred times and you won’t have it.”

      “He has. And I won’t.”

      Chloe came down the hall, struggling with a suitcase she was dragging behind her. She ended her fight in the kitchen. She clutched her aunt by the leg and squeezed. “Are you coming with us, Aunt Ellie?”

      “No, Boo. I hope not to be too far behind. Do you have your teddy?”

      “She’s in my bag.” She looked around the room. “It’s dark in here. I thought it was the morning still.”

      Major had boarded up the southern-facing windows two days ago, before all the stores sold out of plywood. Ellie and Tyler had boarded her own windows up yesterday and filled sandbags, placing them around her back porch.

      “There’s no light coming in from those windows,” her mother replied. “And the clouds are getting darker.”

      Ellie noted the time on the microwave’s digital clock. “I’ve got to get going,” she said.

      Katie reached out and gave her older sister a long hug. “Be careful, all right? I don’t like that you aren’t leaving with us. Don’t get stuck here.”

      “I won’t. I just have a few things I need to finish up.”
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      Mark Palfrey knocked on Ellie’s front door, and the growing winds whipped at him as he waited. The door opened, and a Jack Russell terrier jumped up off all fours, reaching all the way up to his belt line before returning back to earth. It barked in sheer pleasure, either at Mark’s arrival, his existence, or the sub sandwiches he carried in a paper bag. Mark pulled back, and Ellie called out to the dog.

      “Citrus! Citrus, get down.” She looked up at Mark. “Sorry. My uncle says he’s got more energy than a gassed-up speed boat.” Citrus bolted away, jumped across the couch, then ran three circles in the small kitchen before darting back to his owner’s feet. “Come on in. Thanks for bringing lunch.”

      “Of course. Here.” He handed her the bag of sandwiches. “I have to get a box out of the my car.”  

      Citrus followed Ellie to the kitchen table. She set the bag out and, digging into it, brought out two wrapped sandwiches. She looked down at the dog. His head was set to vibrate, and his tail was fanning the floor. “No. You’re not getting any.” He whined. She raised her brows, and his head lowered. He looked out the back door, and his ears perked. He looked back at Ellie. “No. You can’t go for a swim. There’s a big storm coming, and I don’t want you getting ripped down the canal.”

      Citrus tilted his head like he didn’t understand—because he didn’t understand. Ellie pulled a box from the pantry and tossed him a dried pig’s ear, and he tore off down the hallway. Mark returned with a cardboard file box. He shut the door with his foot and came into the kitchen. “Here, just set it on the table,” Ellie said. He plopped it down and then took a seat. 

      “I think this will get you started,” he said. He sat down and looked at her. “Ellie?” His tone was somber. She knew what he would say. “I could get fired for this. Please, be careful with it.”

      “I know. I will. Thank you for doing this.”

      “Yeah, well, I’m as upset as you are that they let you go. It’s like, what are we doing, you know?” He looked at the sandwiches. “Here, this one’s yours. Your nasty Reuben.”

      “Nasty?”

      “Sauerkraut? Yuck. And then you put it on a sandwich?” 

      “I spent some time in Europe. It grows on you.”

      They ate their sandwiches in relative quiet. Ellie finished, rolled up her wrapper, and sent it sailing into the trash can. “Where are you going to get out of the storm?” she asked.

      “Kissimmee,” he said. “If I can even get there. From what I see on the news, all the roads going north are gridlocked. But I’m going to try. I’m not getting stuck around here.” He tossed his balled-up wrapper toward the trash can. It hit the side and bounced to the floor. 

      “Guess I should keep my day job,” he said, and then glanced at Ellie as he stood up to retrieve it. “Sorry. Poor choice of words.”

      “It’s fine. I don’t worry about what I can’t change,” she said, and then looked over at the box sitting on her table. “So I move on to what I can do.”

      Mark took the cover off the box. He reached in and removed a short stack of papers. “It’s not very organized,” he said. “I don’t know what you think you’re going to find. We went through most of this a couple weeks ago.” Mark slid the stack over to Ellie. “Here’s what I have on Oswald,” he said. He reached in again and removed another handful. “And this is Smith. The rest of it is stuff on their associates who were killed in the blast.” He shook his head. “I was at the office until one o’clock this morning printing all this off. Had to change the ink cartridge halfway through. I told them I wanted to work through it while I was out of town these next few days so I could focus on something else when I got back.” Ellie didn’t need to thank him. He was as bought in on this investigation as she was. Garrett’s office was under undue media scrutiny for how the operation was run and why they hadn’t known that hot explosives were on site at the time of the raid. Yesterday, the Department of Justice, the parent agency of the DEA, had officially relegated the case over to the FBI. The explosion at the compound had made national news, and finding Oswald and Smith was now priority. But after the storm, it seemed.

      What was clearly missing from the conversation was any kind of zeal to find Dawson Montgomery. The man had no family to speak of, so no one to grease the wheel and step up for him. Oswald had blown his own people to bits, and the media outlets had vilified him. And so they should. But that meant that simply catching Oswald seemed to be the thing that would quench everyone’s thirst. Ellie did want him to be caught. And she wanted him to pay. But more than anything she wanted to find Ronnie’s friend, and the two escapees were the only trail to him. 

      After being released by the DEA yesterday, Ellie had driven to The Salty Mangrove, poured a beer into a plastic cup, and walked down the Norma Jean pier to process what had just transpired. 

      The beer had relaxed her. But it was the breeze, the tangy scent of salt water infused with the cool air from the coming storm, that whipped the confused clouds from her mind and allowed clarity to descend. And so it came to her, snapping in her mind like a mainsail that finds a fresh wind on open water.  

      She had finished her beer and called Mark, asked for a face-to-face. They met later that evening at The Rocky Road, and over a couple cones of ice cream and after Mark spent the first ten minutes venting his anger over why Ellie had been let go, Ellie proposed that she and Mark find the fugitives before anyone else. It had been, after all, their investigation, and the explosion was not due to any incompetence on their part. It was just sheer bad luck. 

      It had taken her several minutes of patient massaging to convince him to keep going hard after Oswald, even if priority had been given to another agency, and to let her do it with him, behind the scenes.

      Now, they both combed through small stacks of paperwork, trying to find a breadcrumb, a tiny scent that would lead them closer to the man who was prone to remove small appendages and blow up his own crew.

      Citrus’s nails clicked back down the hallway, and he returned with a pleading whine.

      “No. One is enough,” she said. 

      His ears perked, and he tilted his head again.

      “I said no. Now go lay down.” She pointed to his cushion. His head fell, and he obeyed. 

      Mark laughed. “You run a tight ship.”

      Ellie returned back to the paperwork, and for the next ten minutes they worked through the information until Mark’s phone buzzed. He looked at a text. “Ah, I have to go. I’m riding with a friend up to Kissimmee. He’s leaving in a half hour.” Self-admittedly, Mark possessed a visceral fear of hurricanes and didn’t plan on being anywhere around Lee County for the next couple days. “If you find anything, you’ll wait until I get back to move on it, right?”

      She stared blankly at him. She didn’t want to lie. 

      “Ellie! Come on. There is a massive storm heading this way. The outer bands are nearly on us. Don’t go all cowgirl on me now. Wait until I get back if you find anything. It’s just a couple days.”

      “I probably won’t find anything,” she deflected. 

      “Just look through what you can and secure it in your safe. But you have to get out of the area. It will all be...” He started to say that it would be here when they got back, but as the words came out he realized that, depending on what the storm did, it might not be. “Forget the safe. When you leave can you lock the paperwork in your truck’s toolbox or something like that?”

      She smiled. “Of course. Don’t worry. I know how to handle sensitive information. This won’t come back to you.” 

      “God, it better not. I’m putting my entire career on the line here, giving you all this.”

      Ellie walked him to the door. “Relax. I know what I’m doing. Probably won’t find anything but this won’t get back to you. I promise. I just want to try anything we can.”

      He sighed. “I know.” He jabbed a finger toward her. “Don’t stick around. You get out of the area.”

      After he left Ellie returned to the table. So far she had combed through Oswald’s credit card and bank statements going back the last five years. Nothing stuck out that might indicate where he might be holing up. 

      It was a half hour later, after Citrus had turned a tennis ball into ribbons and ran a marathon around the living room, that Ellie’s eye landed on something that turned on a circuit behind her eyes. A tiny fragment of information that connected with something Drew Oswald had said in passing when they spoke with him last week. 

      Ellie stood up and grabbed her truck keys from the kitchen counter and told Citrus to be good. She returned everything to Mark’s box, grabbed it up, and headed toward the door. 

      She was going to get Eli Oswald.
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      When he opened the door and stepped out onto the concrete breezeway, an unorganized flock of seagulls were cutting across the sky, no doubt fleeing from the meteorological wrath to come. He pulled out a pack of Pall Malls from the inside of his leather vest, selected a stick, and lit up. He leaned into the rail as he breathed out and set his right foot on the bottom rung. Purple paint was peeling off the scabbed metal rail, revealing a gray primer undercoat that had been sloshed on some twenty years prior. Eli Oswald loosened his neck and bobbed his head to the tune of Pink Floyd's “Comfortably Numb.” He really was, he supposed, comfortably numb himself. The feds had gotten to him; he had underestimated the combined effects of presenting Dawson's extensions to Ronnie’s mother. That, he knew now, was a bad move. And yet it wasn’t all bad. That explosion did what he might have ended up doing himself. Starting over was an adventure, and like those gulls that had just passed on by, the entire orb of the sky was his to fly in. 

      But the feds were not the only people he had underestimated. 

      Ringo. 

      The name made his stomach curl, made him salivate just thinking of the day when he would get his revenge. Aldrich had dropped off those explosives, claiming that he needed a place to keep them out of his boss's eyesight. But now it was clearer than a bottle of gin that Aldrich had in fact been representing Ringo with that little move, and that they had intended to blow him and his compadres higher than a weather balloon. 

      Oswald hocked a thick wad of spit over the railing. He watched it tumble and splash on the pavement below. He sucked on a tooth, thinking of how he would move ahead. He had worked for years to be given the helm when the Enlightened Cowboy, old man Tucker, kicked the bucket. He’d gotten it and for the last two years had whittled away at the organization until only a handful of faithful were left—those who needed Eli Oswald to believe in them and, when he did, would do exactly what he asked. He was a big brother of sorts, he liked to fancy, and now his siblings, everyone but Curtis, were dead. And Curtis would probably get picked up soon enough. Oswald would make sure of it. “Go up to Tennessee and see Janey,” he had told Curtis. Well, he wasn’t going to get very far. Oswald had lifted his wallet off of him as they were negotiating their way through the tunnel. Curtis always kept a lot of cash on him and, boy, did Oswald love him some cash. 

      The motel was basically empty. Hurricanes had a way of making people get outta Dodge: “Go north young man, go north.” This storm had everyone scared out of their panties, and the parking lot and most all the rooms of the Purple Parrot Motel were vacant. A rusting Plymouth sat low on balding tires just outside the front office. A gray truck was parked in a bay of the Clean As A Whistle Car Wash across the street where a lady sat in the driver’s seat pecking away at her cell phone. And that was it. 

      This is where he would ride out the storm. He wasn’t going anywhere. He was an hour east of the coast as it was. He flicked what was left of his cigarette past the railing, and it sailed off and landed into an oily parking space below. When lady Josephine blazed on past, he would regroup, and the first thing he would do is find out who Ringo was and carry out a bit of good, old fashioned, straight out of the box revenge. Aldrich too.

      He didn’t really know anything personal about Aldrich either. Nothing a little digging around couldn't solve. Right now the FBI thought that Oswald had blown his own people halfway to Cuba. But he hadn’t. It’s not to say that he didn’t have it in him or that the right scenario would not have shown itself in the future, a scenario in which Oswald would have done it himself. But the facts stood. This event had not been his doing. It was that slimeball Aldrich with his perfectly cut and combed hair. That’s who had done it. And Aldrich and Ringo would both pay. Ol’ Ronnie boy would too, just the way his little buddy Dawson had. He would start with their thumbs and take his time until there was nothing left. Not even their arms. 

      And then. Then he would begin recruiting for a new squad. 

      Other than bone fractures and thick, throbbing bruises, there was one thing he had gotten from his old man, the man who had donated his sperm to endow him with life. It was the ability to make people feel like the star of the show when you wanted to. He had learned it early, right around the time he’d hit grade school. It’s how he had recruited Garber Hunt and Ben Victorino who, according to the papers a couple days ago and that short clip on Fox News, had been blown through the ceiling of his compound during the raid. People were people. Everywhere you went they were the same. Somewhere, deep within, they were empty, lonely, or hurting. And most of it could be, superficially, cured within two minutes. It would start with a compliment, “You look nice today,” or “That cheeseburger was deeelicous...do you always make them that tasty?” And after seeing the giveaway glimmer of appreciation in their eyes, he would ask them how their day was going, which was when the proverbial lid popped and they would start down the path to spilling their guts:

      “I’m doing all right.”

      “No, say, what’s wrong?”

      “Well, you see, my kid brother, he’s run off again and my mother can’t work because of her diabetes and this...well, this job doesn’t help all that much.”

      It had to be the right person, of course. But that was just the thing. Eli Oswald could spot the right person the way an eagle could narrow in on a mouse in a grassy field from a half mile up. 

      And that’s what kept Eli Oswald going like the Energizer bunny. The thrill of manipulating the heavy-hearted and weak-minded and the high-rolling, blood-spiking power that came with it. 

      He would start again after the dust settled. It would settle. It always did. Oswald would find another batch of down-and-outs and would make them his own. Then they would begin anew and would learn from the mistakes of the past. 

      A renewed surge of confidence shot through Eli Oswald, and he belted out a few lines from the song still running though his head. He bent his knees, snapped his fingers along with the rhythm, and made his way to the stairwell looking like someone practicing for a stage production of Grease. He needed to snag a fresh bottle of whiskey if he was going to be holed in for a couple days. Nothing like waiting out all the fury of Mother Nature with a hard buzz riding your veins.

      He got into the Town Car, the one he had paid cash for yesterday, and pulled out into the road. 

      
        
        _______________

      

      

      Ellie sat parked in a grimy bay of the Clean As A Whistle Car Wash for two hours before Eli Oswald stepped from his second floor room of the Purple Parrot Motel. She’d watched him lean into the railing, light up, and remain there for ten minutes, periodically swaying his head to an inaudible beat. His dark hair stood up in a swoop that curved to one side and made her think of Elvis. 

      Ellie had easily gotten the pimply-faced young man at the Purple Parrot’s front counter to give up Oswald's room number, to confirm that he was here. It just took a wink and a drawling little “please,” and, like someone had greased him in the right place, he opened right up.

      The kid did not seem to know that one of his guests was currently on the FBI’s most wanted list. 

      Waiting here in the car wash had given Ellie plenty of time to think, time to consider the timing and nature of getting released from the DEA. On one hand it was infuriating. She was getting things done, and yet they thought it best to scapegoat her. But on the other hand she could do things her own way now. Her rule book was written in a different language than the one kept by the DEA’s bureaucrats. She didn’t blame Garrett for letting her go, and she hoped that he was right, that down the road she could come back.  

      Mark had asked her to wait before she did anything, if she did anything at all. The simplest course of action would be to call the FBI. It was their case now, and she had no formal authority to do anything but phone it in. She was just an ordinary citizen now. But the storm had slowed the FBI’s efforts. Many agents at their local office had already gone upstate to get out of the way of the hurricane. Ellie wanted to get Oswald, but she wanted to find Dawson Montgomery more, and two days could make all the difference.  

      If she had learned anything from her time with the CIA, it was that lines were meant to be crossed. Sometimes they were meant to be torn down altogether or moved halfway down the field. Doing so, however, came with consequences that couldn’t be avoided. But she had decided it was a line worth crossing. She would face the consequences on her own. 

      Oswald got into a black Town Car, started the vehicle, and pulled out onto the main road. He headed north. 

      Ellie followed him.
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      Oswald pulled off five miles down the road and parked in front of the 7-Eleven. It was full of busy patrons who had decided at the last minute to try and stock up on chips and Gatorade, the bare necessities in hurricane preparedness. All of twelve gasoline pumps were in use with extra cars waiting in line at each pump. Oswald navigated the car to the side of the building and parked next to the open dumpster enclosure. Ellie drove her Silverado to the edge of the lot where the asphalt stopped and the forest began. Oswald parked his Town Car and stared down the backside of a lady as he walked into the store, still bobbing his head to some rhythm.  

      Ellie exited her truck and approached his Town Car, noting that the lock on the passenger door was still up, peeking over the glass. The door was unlocked. 

      She waited off near the dumpster until Oswald came out holding his keys and a brown paper bag. He opened the door to his car and plunged into the driver's seat. The door squealed on an ungreased hinge as he shut it and, before he had a chance to slip the key into the ignition, his passenger door opened and a hot blonde chick was in the seat next to him. He started to speak but didn’t get very far. The hot lady slammed her door and sent her right fist crashing into his solar plexus. The brown paper bag hit the floorboard with a thud, and Oswald’s eyes bugged out as he doubled over and wheezed. He turned his pained and confused face toward her. He grabbed the steering wheel and, while he wheezed, felt something cold on the skin of his wrist, followed by a series of clicks. He pulled back and saw his right hand cuffed to the steering wheel.

      The words didn't come easily. “Wha...wha…” 

      “You’ll want to know what this is all about. I get that,” she said. 

      Ellie looked around and made sure that they hadn’t caught anyone’s attention. Oswald sucked in a deep breath, and his face gained a measure of color as oxygen reentered his bloodstream.

      “Eli Oswald. So nice to finally meet you.” She waited patiently until his breathing returned to normal. “You and I need to have a conversation.” 

      He looked at her suspiciously. “Where, little lady, did you learn to punch a man like that?” 

      Ignoring him, she peered down at the paper bag at his feet. She asked, “What’s in there?”

      “Jim Beam. Cigs. Funyuns.”

      “Perfect. Reach down—slowly—and hand it to me.” With his free hand he did what he was told. Ellie grabbed the bag and the keys off his lap. “Now, I’d rather not make a scene, so when I speak I want you to do exactly as I say. Got it?”

      He narrowed his eyes, nodded.

      Ellie got out and walked around to the driver’s side. She handed him a carbon fiber handcuff key. It was a universal key, had a clip on the side, and looked more like a pen than a key. “Slowly remove the cuff off the steering wheel and step out.”

      He took the key and paused for a fraction of a second, a pause that told Ellie he was pondering his options. Ellie slapped an open hand into the side of his head. “Now. Let’s go.” 

      “Hey! Okay now, Julie Jangle. Say, no need to get aggressive.” He did as instructed.  

      “Now turn around.” 

      After cuffing both hands behind his back, she shut the door and shepherded him back to her truck, walking close behind him so as not to gain any attention from customers filling up their cars. 

      He retained his confident swagger as he walked. Ellie opened the passenger door. She frisked him, and besides his wallet she found a small pocket knife and a BIC lighter. She unlocked a cuff and said, “Get in.” Again, he paused, and Ellie pushed him between his shoulder blades, impelling him into the truck. 

      “All the way to the driver’s side.” He muttered behind clenched teeth and complied. “Cuff yourself to the wheel. You’re driving.” He sighed and grabbed the loose cuff. He set it against the steering wheel, and it clicked in. 

      She saw what he did and smiled inside. There was only one way for her plan to work: Oswald had to feel out of control in her presence from the very start. Oswald would be assuming that he could easily take her and get out of this new and undesired situation. She had intentionally provided him a window to crawl through, to test him. He had tried to crawl through.

      He wasted no time. He had indeed closed the cuff, but he had not attached it to the steering wheel as he had been instructed. Ellie got into the passenger seat, and, as she was shutting the door, Oswald shifted his weight and shot a hand out to grab her. What happened next he could have never accounted for.

      With electric speed Ellie slapped his hand down and sent her right fist crashing directly into his nose. The muffled crunch of bone filled the cab, and Oswald screamed as his nose flared with the agonizing sensation of torn cartilage mixing with blood. His head hurled backward and thunked into the driver’s side window. 

      Ellie relaxed back into her seat, put her hands on her lap, and stared at him. 

      Oswald touched his face with his hand and, seeing it come away bloody, stared at her in painful disbelief. “You...you bromme noose!”

      “I did break your nose, Eli.” She reached over and slipped the right cuff’s cheek plate around the steering wheel. “Try anything else. You’ll just get hurt again.”

      He sat there, his chest rising and falling as he came to grips with the pain. He stared out the windshield, smelling like acrid cigarette smoke and days-old sweat. Clearly, he had not taken advantage of the shower amenities at the Purple Parrot. She reached around and buckled herself in and then twisted the keys in the ignition. She opened the glove box and tossed the handcuff key inside. “Let’s go.” 

      “Where?” he mumbled.

      “Head north. Drive until I tell you otherwise.” 

      His fingers could barely grab the gearshift. He pulled down on it, moved it into drive, and slowly accelerated.

      

      The first thirty minutes of the drive was shrouded in silence. It was only now, as Ellie gave him directions, telling him where and when to turn, that Oswald began to sense that they were nearing their destination and started to speak.  

      “Where are we going?”

      She said nothing.

      “You know, you didn’t actually arrest me back there and verbalize my rights. What you’re doing right now ain’t legit.”

      “I’m not government.”

      Oswald said nothing else. She motioned for him to turn right onto a sandy road. 

      Oswald knew he was in trouble; he just didn’t know what kind. It was a favorite tactic of Ellie’s. The more questions a captive asked, the more his chances went up that he would get some kind of an answer. Answers would make him feel some measure of control. It gave him something that he wanted. But when questions were ignored, when they were not returned, it created a sense of powerlessness and served as a reminder of who was really in control.  

      Ellie directed him to take one more turn and, after passing through scrub oaks and hickory for a half mile, they stopped at what looked like a rickety shack sitting back in the trees.

      “What the hell is this?” Oswald said. “This some kind of a joke?” 

      Ellie retrieved the handcuff key from the glove box and got out, walked around to Oswald’s door, and opened it. Extending the key she said, “Uncuff yourself.”

      An amused grin crossed his face. He took the key, and the cuff fell from his wrist and hung off the steering wheel. 

      “Come on, get out. Try anything and I break something else. Got it?”

      “Yep, yep.” He dropped a foot into the sandy dirt and followed it with another. He stood up and looked into the sky. The clouds were a darker gray than they were an hour ago and hung lower and thicker in the sky. The wind had picked up considerably, and he squinted to keep the sand out of his eyes. 

      “Recognize this place?” Ellie asked. 

      He hocked a thick loogie, tinted with blood, at his feet. “Nope. Should I? This your place? You gonna cuff me to your bedpost? Cause I think I might like─”

      “This is Ronnie’s place, Oswald. Where your little pals tried to get the squeeze on him.”

      “Oh.”

      “Yeah. Oh.” Oswald was looking at the shack, sizing it up, so he didn’t see his captor palm her Beretta, nor did he see her swing it around with nearly the same speed that David’s stone had left his sling. The butt of the gun slammed into the back of his head, and, before he could even let out a grunt, his lights went out.
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      Someone was sitting on his head. No, someone had driven a car onto his head and parked it there. 

      The space between Oswald’s ears pounded. He grimaced against the fierceness of the dull pain. He found that he was sitting up and his chin was sagging on his chest. He blinked hard and shook his head. Bad idea. The pain increased with the movement. Slowly, he brought his head up and looked around. When his vision cleared, he saw a couch to his right. On his left was a counter and a small sink. When he zoned in on what was in front of him, his most recent memories fired up through his consciousness. There she was, sitting five feet away on a table, her legs dangling off the side. She was smiling at him. 

      “Welcome back. Do you always take naps in the afternoon?”

      He didn’t answer at first. He could remember that he wasn’t very fond of her, but he couldn't remember why or how he got here. Where was here?  

      “Take your time,” she said. “It will come back. 7-Eleven. Funyuns. Does that help?”

      It did help. It helped very much. This chick had kidnapped him and broken his nose. She had knocked him out. And now they were here at...whose place was it again? Oh yes. Ronnie’s place. 

      She smiled pacifyingly, lazily swung her feet back and forth under the table.  

      “You knocked me out?” he asked indignantly. His lips curled, and she saw a threat coming. “Why, you’re gonna wish you─”

      “Oh stop, Eli. Don’t threaten me, please. It’s cliché. I just hate clichés. They’re predictable, and that makes them boring. Let’s talk about you. How are you feeling? You’ve got quite the bump on your head there.”

      That was the moment he realized that his ankles and hands were tied to the chair with a fair measure of jute twine. “What is this?” he demanded, looking back and forth at his bonds.

      “The name Dawson Montgomery ring a bell?”

      He stopped. Then the corners of his mouth curled up, and he replied with a crooked smile. “Why yes, Julie Jangle. What is ol’ Dawson to you?”

      “Well, last I checked he can’t count to ten with two hands anymore.” 

      “Yeah, that uh, that was most unfortunate. Hey, can I get some Advil or somethin’? My head, it’s aching like, super bad.”

      “I don’t think so.” A wallet was sitting beside her. She picked it up. “What are you doing with Curtis Smith’s wallet?”

      His eyes moved into slits, and he looked her up and down, sizing her up. “What are you? A bounty hunter or something?”

      “No. Not a bounty hunter.”

      “Then...what, Nancy Drew?” 

      “Oswald, I have plans to head out before this storms gets much closer, so I’d rather this not take all afternoon. You injured three federal agents in that blast back at your place. To say nothing of your friends.”

      “Look, I didn’t have anything to do with that. I didn’t know the place was rigged. It was all Aldrich, man.”

      “Aldrich? You’re trying to tell me that explosion wasn’t your doing?”

      “It wasn’t. I swear.”

      “Right. Who is Aldrich?”

      He shrugged. “Ringo’s right-hand man, I guess.”

      Hearing Ringo’s name gave her pause. “You know Ringo?”

      “Ohh, well look at you, gettin’ excited all of the sudden.” He sighed. “But now, that...that is not your business.”

      “Oswald. Any questions that I ask are my business. You know Ringo? Who is he?”

      “I couldn't rightly say. Never met the man. Curtis is under the impression that he owns a proper establishment on Pine Island. But who’s to say?” 

      “Why would Ringo or one of his men want to terminate you and your buddies?” 

      He said nothing. 

      “Fine,” she said. “Let’s try a different angle. What happened between you and...what did Ronnie call him? The Enlightened Cowboy?”

      Oswald’s brows rose at that, and he smiled large. The blood that poured from his broken nose had smeared down his lips and chin, making him look a bit like a carrion bird who had been feasting on roadkill for the last hour. “Harlan was an old man who cared too much for this country. This country never did anything but get him screwed up over there in Nam and then turned him into a hobo.”

      “So picking yourself up and dusting yourself off doesn’t count for anything? Writing a book about your convictions doesn’t matter?”

      “Not to me it doesn’t,” he said smugly. “Harlan had people. He had followers. When he died I was the natural choice to step up.”

      “And Dawson was a part of your new little black market enterprise?”

      “Until he wasn’t. That fool was a rat. I couldn’t trust him anymore. Simple as that, Julie Jangle. Say, how ‘bout a glass of water?”

      “Why did you send that package to Ronnie’s mother?”

      “No water, huh?”

      “Why did you send that package to Ronnie’s mother?” 

      “Why do you think? Ronnie was a snitch same as Dawson. Ronnie just needed to know we had his number. Plus, I thought it was sort of creative. Biblical, you might say.” He grinned. A large, sinister, mischievous kind of grin. Like the Cheshire Cat. 

      “Where’s Dawson?”

      “Wouldn’t know. I’m not his mother, not his brother.”

      “Where is Dawson?”

      “I said I don’t know. If you dragged me all the way out here just to ask me that, you’ve wasted a lot of time. You know, we could be sharing that bottle of Jim Beam and cuddling on that there couch.” He winked at her. 

      “Okay, you don’t want to tell me where he is. Why don’t you tell me why you tortured him.”

      “Torture...that’s...kind of a strong word. But, for the sake of this little conversation here, we’ll go with it. Dawson, he about crinkled my can, man. He about tore my little enterprise into kibbles and bits, and he would have if I wouldn’t have gotten to him first. But I did get to him first, you see?”  

      “How did you do it?”

      “Do what?”

      “How did you do the...operation. Tell me about it.”

      He looked surprised by the request. But then he smiled, and his eyes filled with a kind of nostalgic pleasure. “Well, we snagged him and tied him up,” he chuckled. “Kind of like I am now, I do suppose. I asked him some questions, and as he was answering I stuffed a cancer stick between his lips and then lit it for him myself like the worthy host that I tend to be. Ol’ Dawson, he likes Kools—the menthol cigarette—and I get it. I really do get it. That menthol gives you an extra buzz laid over that nicotine the way icing is spread over a birthday cake. That got a little more info out of him. Then I offered him a glass of whiskey. Of course he couldn’t grab it, but Curtis held it for him, and Dawson, he proceeded to apologetically tell me everything I needed to know, which I happened to know already, and then”–he laughed—“well, then I got a little chop-happy, I suppose.” 

      Ellie stood up. “See, that wasn’t so hard. You want a smoke?”

      “A smoke? Well, dear lady, I would love a smoke. Are you offering one?” His eyes found grace when they fell on the red box of Pall Malls that Ellie slid out from behind her. “Well, by my dear Lord, you are an angel sent from the mighty heights above, Julie Jangle.” His eyes held onto the box with the feasting desire of a starving man. He looked her in the eyes and nodded politely, like they were old friends and she was toasting to their reunion.  

      Ellie removed a cigarette and took his lighter off the table where she had laid it earlier. She slid off the table and inserted the cigarette between his full lips. She held the lighter up and flicked the spark wheel. Oswald worked at it furiously, got the cigarette lit, and puffed hard and quickly. He closed his eyes as the nicotine hit his blood like an overdue freight train. His eyes popped open along with his hands. His body stiffened. “Now, that. That is juuuust fine. Just fine.” The cigarette rode his lips as he spoke. “You...you’re all right, Julie Jangle.”  

      “So, you were saying,” Ellie said. “About Dawson?”

      “I was, wasn’t I? Talking about Dawson.”

      “The way Ronnie says it, Dawson had no intention of ratting you to the feds. He said Dawson only wanted out.”

      “He’s right. Certainly right. But see you don’t just walk away from Eli Oswald. That’s the funny thing. I mean, it’s real funny, man, when you think about it. He just needed to learn a lesson. Needed to learn that you don’t run from Eli Oswald. Besides, like I said, he would have squealed at some point, given enough time. Ronnie too.”

      Ellie walked back to the counter, opened the bottle of whiskey, and poured a fair amount into a red Solo cup. She walked back to him. “Whiskey? It’s yours, after all.”  

      “Well, by my dear Lord...yes. Yes indeedy. You and me, we’re getting along just fine, aren’t we? I can just feel it, sugar pie honey bunch.”

      Ellie removed the cigarette from his lips and held the cup to them. She tilted it, and he drank. She pulled it back. “That’s enough.” 

      He jutted his bottom lip out, feigning a toddler’s pout. And that was when the lights turned on for Eli Oswald. That was the moment he made the connection. He had given Dawson a smoke. He had given Dawson a drink. He smiled nervously at her and chuckled the same.

      Ellie set the cup down and walked over to the kitchen counter. She opened a drawer and removed something. He heard a click and a soft metallic grinding, like a bolt being turned. When she turned around she was holding a pair of vise-grips. She stepped up to him, squatted down, and grabbed his hand.

      “Hey. Heyyyy, what are you doin’? Don’t, don’t do th—” The pliers snapped down and bit into the soft part of his hand just above his bottom thumb joint. “Ow! Damn, lady. What are you doing?” But he knew what she was doing. 

      He looked back down at the vise-grips, and a dreadful panic entered his chest. He swiveled his gaze toward her. “You wouldn't do that.” But he said it with a false confidence. “You can’t touch me, no sireee. You’ll end up in the slammer same as me.” His hand started throbbing from the pressure. He looked down. It was turning a hue of purple that was most unnatural. His wrist was secured to the side of the chair. He flopped his hand around, trying to rid himself of the powerful pliers. He couldn’t shake them. It just made it hurt worse. 

      Ellie sat back on the tabletop, still calm, ankles swinging again. “Is Dawson alive?”

      “Far as I know.”

      “And where is he?”

      “See, you’re not getting it, lady. That is not something I’m going to tell you. Acting like you’re going to take my thumb, it’s a cute game, but you and me know that isn’t going to happen.” 

      Oswald looked away and started whistling.  

      Ellie nodded to herself. She got off the table again, turned around, and picked something up. When she turned back, she was holding a Bowie knife.  

      When Oswald saw, the whistling ceased.  

      “Look nowwww, Julie Jangle, quit playing games, now.”

      Ellie grabbed the vice-grips in one hand and set the edge of the blade to the meaty area where his thumb joined his hand. “I’m sure you know that the thumb bone goes all the way toward the wrist,” she said. “So I’m going to cut at your lower knuckle, just above your metacarpal. That should do it. What do you think?” She winked at him. 

      Oswald jerked, nicking himself in the process. Frantic, he yelled, “No, man. Ho, now! Who put a bustle in your little hedgerow? What are you doing? What are you do—”

      Blood squirted as the blade pierced the skin and muscle. Oswald’s scream reverberated around the thin walls of the cabin as his tendons were severed and the knife sliced into flesh. 

      There was no one around to hear.
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      He was going to have to sweet talk himself over the Matlacha Pass Bridge. According to the text message he had just received, they stopped letting anyone onto the island over four hours ago. He wasn’t going out on the water. Not in this mess. Last he saw it, the Caloosahatchee River was starting to look like an angry pot of stew, and wind gusts were already coming in at sixty miles an hour in some areas. He’d been in worse before, out at deep sea. But that was over thirty years ago, and Pine Island Sound would be angrier than the river. 

      Ringo watched Andrés’s Malibu disappear down to the next level of the parking garage. He got into his Jeep Wrangler, started up the engine, and descended. 

      He didn’t feel right. Something was off. He didn’t like the shrimp he had earlier, but it wasn’t that. The feeling wasn’t physical; it was further in, deeper. Something in his soul, an unspoken tremor. Maybe it was the chaos of the last few weeks.  

      Maybe it was Eli Oswald. He was out there somewhere, and he was a very long loose end. Eli was smart, and it was why Ringo had gone into business with him in the first place, a decision he now deeply regretted. Eli could run, but even the smartest ones eventually get caught. 'Whitey' Bulger was finally apprehended. So was Eichmann. Ringo didn’t think that Eli Oswald could evade capture for a couple decades like those men had. They were in a different class altogether. The bomb at his compound was a good idea. The feds were under the impression that Oswald had killed his own people, and that was very good. But it also meant that they would go after him harder. This storm would dampen the investigation, but only temporarily. He was out there, and he would be caught. And then, as men like him always did, he would talk. When it came to his knowledge of Ringo, Eli Oswald had none. He knew the name, he knew who Andrés and Chewy represented, but he had no identity, no face, to give the FBI or the DEA. Still, Ringo didn’t like it. He didn’t like it because he didn’t like loose strings. Loose strings had to be cut. 

      Still however, the feeling, that feeling that he couldn’t quite pin down, gnawed at him like a termite in a treehouse. 

      The rain was coming down in sheets now, another storm band overhead. He sat up straight, turned the windshield wipers on full speed and squinted onto the road ahead. 

      He had to work up a plan to get over that bridge.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Forty-Six

          

        

      

    

    
      Torture was always utilitarian. Only a psycho like the man in front of her did it for its own sake; simply for the sake of doing it. Torture was intended to reveal information, information that would save lives or ensure future security. In this case it was the former. 

      When Eli Oswald came to, his head was pounding again, but someone had a blowtorch pointed on his hand. He tried jerking it back as he opened his eyes, and then he screamed from the fiery pain that shot through it. He looked down. There was no fire. No blowtorch. His hand was wrapped in gauze, the sterile white covered with a bright red flower where blood had seeped through. He heard a muted thud at his feet, and he swiveled his head to see something lying on the dirty floorboards in front of him. He squinted forward then looked back at his hand. Then he understood. A hot bolt of nervous dread shot through him. That was his thumb lying there at his feet. He looked up, and that lady that he used to think was hot was right where she was before, sitting on the edge of the table looking at him with her head tilted, a smirk on her lips. 

      “Welcome back.”

      Oswald snarled and, once again, jerked against his ropes and, once again, was reminded by a flash of fire up inside his wrist that he no longer had a thumb on his right hand. “Well, you little whore! I’m going to─”

      “Again, I’m not so big on clichés. You’re not going to do anything to me, and if you say anything else before I ask my next question, you, good sir, will never be able to grip a handgun again.” Her unwavering eyes bored into his. 

      Oswald’s breathing was rapid; tiny beads of sweat had popped on his forehead. He looked back down at his hand with wide, unbelieving eyes. 

      “Now. I’m going to ask you the same question I did earlier. It’s a free country, so it’s your choice if you want to try and stonewall me again. I do believe in free will.”

      He glared up at her.

      “I need to know where Dawson Montgomery is.”

      What happened next Ellie had seen a dozen times. The moment when the interrogated makes the turn. The turn: when they finally concede defeat and start giving you the information you want. Oswald’s shoulders slumped, his face went slack, the fight temporarily gone out of him, but the vitriol in his voice remained. “The Haitians offered to take him.”

      A weight dropped into Ellie’s gut. “What does that mean exactly?”

      “It means that some friends of mine across the water heard what I did and wanted to use him as an example to their people of what happens when you mess with the Americans. They agreed to come get him. Simple as—guuhhh this hurts!”

      Ellie’s nostrils flared. “You haven’t told me where he is.”

      He shrugged weakly. “I don’t know if he’s still there. They probably picked him up by now. Were supposed to grab him yesterday. We left him the night before the feds raided my compound. With this weather maybe they didn’t get him yet.” 

      “And where exactly did you leave him?”

      His shoulders rose up again. “Now that, I cannot tell you. The Haitians aren’t exactly the kind of people you forgo an agreement with. They want their people to be scared of us, I’m a little scared of them...works both ways, I suppose. My old elementary teacher used to talk about dotting your ‘i’s’ and crossing your ‘t’s’. You leave an ‘i’ undotted with these crazies and you lose your head.”

      “Head, huh? How about another thumb?” 

      He said nothing. Ellie sighed. “Oswald. I’ll be honest with you. Looking at you doesn’t give me the immediate impression that you have a lot of smarts about you. But somehow you managed to systematically dismantle what Harlan Tucker had created and rally a group of men dedicated to a new cause. So I’ll give you credit. But for such a planner, you are being very nearsighted. I’ve already taken your thumb. I will take your other one.” She looked down his wrapped hand. “And then I will keep going. What I have in mind might be worse than the Haitians. Are we...communicating, Oswald?”

      His face was now pallid, clammy. “Who are you?”

      She stood up. “Last chance.” 

      He dropped his head. “Fine. We left him on Sanibel.” 

      “Where on Sanibel?”

      “Well, more like off Sanibel. He’s in a raft in the wildlife refuge.”

      “You think he’s still there?”

      “Dunno. The Haitians aren’t the most punctual of people. And with this storm...who knows. I’d bet he’s gone though. If he ain’t he’s probably slipped on to the other side by now.”

      Ellie pulled out her phone and tapped the Maps app. Her reception only showed one bar. She typed Sanibel Island into the address bar, and the app loaded slowly. When the map came up, she zoomed into the general area Oswald had mentioned. She stood up, walked over to him, and set the phone in front of his face. His hands were tied, and she planned on keeping them that way. Holding an index finger near the glass, she said, “Show me where.”

      “Left of where you are now. Now north. Just a little more to the west. Yeah, right there.”

      Ellie zoomed in on it and took a screenshot. She looked at her prisoner. “You understand that you’re mine until this is all over. So if you’re lying to me, there will be a problem.”

      “I’m telling you straight.” 

      “We’ll see about that.” 

      Wincing, Oswald said, “Can I get some pain killers or somethin’? It’s killing me.”

      “Did you give Dawson painkillers?”

      “Yeah. We gave him painkillers.” 

      “Sure you did.”

      Ellie produced a pair of handcuffs and started cutting at the twine holding his hands into place. “Let’s go,” she said. 

      
        
        _______________

      

      

      Ellie sped down the dirt road that led away from Jean Oglesby’s cabin. The wind was blowing hard, sending the tops of the trees dancing and whipping dirt off the road and scattering it into the unknown. A glance at the clouds told her that rain was imminent. Oswald was resting not too comfortably in the bed of her truck, hidden beneath the locked hard cover. Her Bowie knife she had wiped clean and locked safely in her glove box. Oswald's whiskey, his Funyuns, and Curtis’s wallet she had tucked away into her center console.  

      Hurricane Josephine had plowed through the Keys seven hours ago and remained on course to make a direct hit in Lee County. The Sound would be indignant and wild, and only an insane person would go out on waters like that. 

      Today, Ellie happened to be insane. 

      If Dawson was out there, nothing could keep her from bringing him back.  

      She could call the Coast Guard. Not only did they have the right equipment, but their personnel were trained for exactly these kinds of conditions. 

      But she couldn’t do that. Because then she would have to explain how she found the wanted man who was in the bed of her truck and how he had come to lose his thumb. She would have to explain all that, she knew, but at this very moment she had no idea how. 

      She turned onto U.S. Route 27 and went south. If she booked it, it would take an hour to get to the marina. She grabbed her phone and pulled up Tyler’s name. He would be up at Reticle by now, having opted to wait the storm out there, the facilities capable of withstanding Category 5 winds. She tapped his name and put the phone to her ear. 

      

      
        
        〜〜〜〜〜

      

      

      

      She had gotten lucky. 

      The bridge had a checkpoint set up and a police officer stationed at it. As Ellie had passed through Matlacha and approached the bridge, the officer’s plastic-covered Midway cap had been lifted from his head and blew across the street. There was just enough space for her to navigate around the orange and white striped traffic barriers, and before he noticed what she had done she was halfway over the bridge. 

      Now, as she approached Saint James City, Ellie pulled off on the grassy shoulder, got out, and unlocked the bed cover. The small hydraulic cylinders hissed as the cover rose, and Oswald moaned. He squinted against the storm-dimmed light and cursed. “Where’d you learn how to drive? I’ve been like a raggedy doll back here.”

      Ellie pulled back on the tailgate. “Come on. Get out.” His hands were cuffed in front of him. With most of his thumb gone on one hand, Ellie had to make that particular cuff a little tighter than normal. Oswald awkwardly shimmied out of the truck, sliding his heels out in front and then moving his backside forward. He repeated this several times until his legs were dangling off the tailgate. Ellie pulled him off and led him around to the front passenger seat. “Please don’t be stupid and try something.” He simply nodded. Ellie shut his door and went back to the rear to close up the tailgate and the cover. Oswald was now in her cab because, in the highly unlikely event that someone was still sticking around at the southern tip of the island, she didn’t want them to see her extracting someone from the bed of her truck. She brought the Silverado back onto Stringfellow Road, and three minutes later they were pulling into the crushed-shell parking area at the south end of Henley Canal. Ellie turned off the truck, slid the keys from the ignition, and reached behind Oswald’s seat. She brought out a green windbreaker and carefully tucked it over his hands. He winced but said nothing. “Make sure this stays over your cuffs.”

      “Okay.”

      Ellie got out of the truck and opened his door. “Let’s go. Hurry up.” 

      He stepped out into the rain. “Where're we going?” he asked, somewhat guarded. 

      Ellie ignored the question. “Stay next to me and look normal.” He was wearing a leather vest over nothing but skin, had a bloodied face and a tattoo of a purple parrot on his shoulder. Oswald looked anything but normal. They worked their way up the ramp, passed The Salty Mangrove, and headed for the marina beyond. The bar was shuttered, hunkered down against the upcoming onslaught from Mother Nature. If the storm hit the island dead on as a Category 4, the community would be unrecognizable for months, even years afterwards. The bar and the marina would be wiped out, homes on the canals in Saint James City, on the waterfront in Bokeelia, and all along the coast would be flooded, Ellie’s home included. It was one of the very few concessions one had to make for the privilege of living in paradise. The outer bands were bringing hard, intermittent rains and now, looking out at the water off the marina, Ellie was staring at four-to-five foot swells. 

      The steel pedestrian door leading into the dry dock was open, and Ellie led Oswald through it. “Ellie.” It was Tyler. He came out of the office wearing a black windbreaker and his red, sun-faded Hornady hat. Sizing up Oswald, he said, “This is him, huh?”

      “It is.”

      “You’re a real goober from what I hear,” Tyler said. 

      Oswald smiled. “Hey now, Jimmy Jangle. Nice to meet you too.”

      “How did you get over the bridge?” she asked Tyler.

      “Might have fibbed a smidgen.” He pointed to a chair in the small office. “Have a seat in there,” he said to Oswald. 

      Oswald looked at Ellie, as if asking permission. She let go of his arm and nodded to the chair. He did as instructed. Tyler walked Ellie several paces across the concrete and said quietly, “Ellie, you can’t go out there. Not with the water the way it is. Just call the Coast Guard. That’s what they’re for. The eye of the storm will be here in five hours.” 

      “Tyler, I can’t.”

      “Why? You didn’t do anything wrong. You found a wanted man. They’ll probably give you a medal or something.” 

      The windbreaker was covering Oswald’s bad hand, and Tyler hadn’t seen the bloody gauze. “I just can’t. Not right now. Just trust me, okay? Did you get the boat ready?”

      Reluctantly, he said, “I did. I found the battery and depth finder in the back and installed them. Your uncle had everything labeled back in the storage room. It should be good to go. But Ellie, this is stupid.” His tone wasn’t condemning. It was nervous, full of concern.   

      “You’re probably right, but if Dawson is still there he’ll drown in this storm, raft or no raft. I’m not leaving him out there, Tyler.” She looked back at Oswald who was sitting quietly where they had left him, staring at the floor. He reached up and scratched his cheek and as he did the windbreaker fell to the floor. “I have to figure out how to explain Oswald. I didn’t exactly arrest him, you know.”

      “Whoa,” Tyler said, “what happened to his hand? It looks nasty.”

      She stared blankly into his eyes. 

      He blinked. “Oh good Lord, Ellie. You didn’t—”

      “I know where Dawson is, okay? We can talk about this later.”

      “You actually—”

      “I need to go,” she interrupted. “Now.”

      Tyler blinked again and shook his head in disbelief. “Then I’m coming with you.”

      “What? No. No, you’re not. You hate boats. This is the worst possible time to be out on the water.”

      “Ellie. You’re not going out there with this guy alone on water like that. And what if you find Dawson and need help getting him on the boat? I’m coming with you.”

      He did have a point. “All right.”

      Tyler went back to Oswald, grabbed his upper arm. “Come on, Bozo.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Forty-Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      Major’s 1978 Bertram 31 Flybridge Cruiser was a jewel at the marina, and other than a couple friends from his Rotary Club, Ellie was the only other person he would allow to get behind its helm. Four years ago Major had restored the vessel, adding a new teakwood deck to replace the glassed-over plywood, a reverse-cycle marine air conditioner to the cabin, and a transparent livewell at the transom. He had also repowered the vessel with Twin 315 Yanmar diesels. The Bertram had a remarkable design. Made of high-impact, multi-laminate fiberglass, its deep-v hull was what made the vessel unique, making it the perfect boat to navigate the choppy swells out in the Sound. The Bertram was still sitting in a slip at the marina. Major had run out of time to get it away from the island.

      Early yesterday, after the storm’s course had been updated by the National Weather Service, Major had recruited several friends to help him move some of the boats farther north into Tampa Bay. They each ran a boat up to Tampa, moored them at a friend’s commercial dock, and rode back to Saint James City in another friend’s truck. A few of the boats were loaded onto trailers and taken away. Major’s marina down at Marco Island was forty miles farther south, and, because of its close proximity to the storm, nothing could be done about the fleet down there.

      Major felt a personal responsibility for the boats at his marinas, and this time of year many of them belonged to snowbirds who were still away for the season and couldn’t get down to Pine Island to move their boats themselves. The covered dry dock had forty-two dry slips and was built to withstand hurricane force winds. On any given month, five or six slips were available to rent out. But when the update on Hurricane Josephine had come through, Major selected five boats from the dock and put them up on the racks. Ellie’s Bayliner was the last one he made room for. Ellie didn’t trust her boat lift not to snap or fall off into the canal. Most everyone else on the island, those who didn’t have the time or the means to get their boats to a safe spot, had cross-tied them off in the canals using double mooring lines, securing them into eye rings on the other side. From a view above, the canals now looked like a giant spider had crawled out of a Tolkien or Brothers Grimm story and seen fit to begin a new web through the canals, criss-crossing back and forth between the seawalls.

      Fu and Gloria had, for the first time in years, unmoored their Gibson houseboat and hugged the coast until they got to Bradenton, where a friend had offered for them to moor at his private dock farther inland. That houseboat was all the Wangs owned, and, while they weren't planning to stay on it during the storm, they didn’t want to see it damaged.   

      It was during storms like this one, when hurricanes danced into coastal areas, that nearly half of all storm-related deaths could be attributed to boat owners trying to secure their boats at the last minute or deciding too late to leave the area in choppy or quickly rising water. Looking at the current state of the marina, it seemed that all preparations had been made in time. The boats that remained in their slips had been secured according to standard high-windage protocol. All movable equipment such as canvas, outriggers, sails, radios, cushions, deck boxes, and biminis had been removed and put into the rear storage room in the dry dock. Then the boats had all been carefully moored higher up on the pilings and, for whatever it might be worth, extra fenders hung. 

      Ellie, Tyler, and Oswald braced themselves against the lashing wind as they worked their way down the dock and stepped onto the Bertram. Ellie led Oswald through the narrow companionway and into the cabin. She cuffed him to the head’s door handle and said, “Try to be good, all right?” He sketched her a weak salute with a couple fingers from his bad hand and slumped down to his backside with his back to the door, his cuffed hand hanging loosely above his head. After assisting Tyler with the mooring lines, Ellie gave him the handcuff key and went up to the flybridge and started the engines. She slowly brought the vessel out of the slip and took it out of the marina and into the Sound, her bearing set southwest toward Sanibel Island which lay just two nautical miles across the water. Ellie estimated the wind was coming out of the southeast at just over forty knots, and she assessed the swells to be at four to five feet. Swells like these were never seen here, east of the barrier islands. The barriers—Sanibel, Cayo Costa, Captiva—generally took the menacing brunt of an angry ocean.

      Ellie grabbed the wheel tightly as a sheet of spray rained down on her. The key to navigating these waters was to anticipate the next swell as it came toward them. Far ahead, to their port side, the Sanibel Island Lighthouse was faithfully keeping watch over troubled waters. 

      Tyler climbed up the leg ladder of the tuna tower and stood next to Ellie, keeping a firm grasp on the back of her seat for balance. Ellie took her eyes off the water long enough to steal a glance at him. He didn’t look so well. Coming out on waters like this was sure to make him nauseous, especially swaying up on the bridge as they were. If he got sick he would be in no position to help. Nausea sucked energy straight from your innards and left you weak for hours afterwards. “You need to get below!” she yelled over the wind. “And keep your eyes on a fixed point ahead! Don’t turn your head.” He didn’t answer. “If you’re going to lose it─”

      Tyler turned and scrambled back down the ladder, back to the deck. He staggered to the gunwale, then he yanked his hat from his head, leaned over, and emptied the contents of his stomach into the churning waters.  

      Ellie steadied her feet as the bridge pitched hard to starboard and more spray rained down on her.

      She kept on.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Forty-Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      The J. N. "Ding" Darling National Wildlife Refuge was located on the north edge of Sanibel and consisted of over sixty-four hundred acres of cordgrass marshes, mangrove forests, submerged seagrass beds, and West Indian hardwood hammocks. The location Oswald had given her was tucked deep within the refuge, west of McIntyre Creek. The wind had begun to taper down just as the Bertram exited the sound and entered the thick coastal vegetation that made up the refuge. Behind them, the water was calming too. 

      Ellie turned and yelled down to Tyler. “I need Oswald up here!” 

      He nodded silently and struggled into the cabin. Oswald took one look at Tyler and whistled. “Hot diggity dog there, Jimmy Jangle. Looks like somebody done forgot to bring their sea legs with them.”

      “Shut up,” Tyler said weakly. He handed him the key, and Oswald came to his feet. “Uncuff it from the door and then cuff your other hand. No funny business.”

      Oswald winked at him. “You got it, boss.” After he did as instructed, Tyler grabbed the key and then his arm. “Come on.” They exited the cabin, and Oswald went up the ladder and stood next to Ellie. “I think your boyfriend is allergic to the water, honey.”

      “He’s not my boyfriend.”

      Tyler came up and stood next to Oswald, his face ashen, his eyes nearly swimming in their sockets as if he’d been poisoned. His stomach lurched, and his mouth opened like it was trying to rid him of some vile creature that had taken up residence within his guts. Nothing came out. 

      “Tyler, get down from here.”

      He nodded and, without any argument, slid back down. 

      “Now, where am I going, Oswald?”

      “Hmmm...well, let me see if I can remember. It’s been a few days now. Allow me to get my bearings.” He licked his lips and looked Ellie up and down. His confidence had returned, his swagger, his apparent zest for conversation.  

      She reached over and grabbed his blood soaked bandage. She squeezed. 

      “Whyyyyy?” he howled, “...would you do thhhhhat?”

      “Where am I going?” she repeated calmly. 

      Now he was breathing heavily against the pain. Looking out over the narrow, winding inlets, he jutted his chin. “Over there, to your right. What is that, Starbucks or something?”

      “Starboard.”

      “That’s the one.” 

      Ellie brought the Bertram to the mouth of the small inlet and moved into it. A half minute later Oswald told her to go left where a cluster of mangroves forked the water into separate directions. The inlet was getting more narrow. Ellie only had a couple feet on either side before she brushed up against the reaching branches of the thick vegetation. 

      Oswald squinted down on the water. “Now am I crazy or is the water going down just a tad bit?”

      Ellie looked down and frowned. “You are crazy, but you’re not wrong.”

      “Now I am not much of a seafaring person myself, but aren’t we still a bit from slick tide, or slack tide? Whatever it’s called. The voluminous waters should still be rising if my mental facilities continue to serve me well.”

      Oswald was right. Storm aside, the tide was still coming in and the water should be trending upward, not going down. The wind had nearly vanished altogether.  

      Oswald looked around, took in his surroundings. “Turn in there,” he said. “It’s kinda hard to see, but there’s a grove out front that you’ll have to get around to see the entry point.” Ellie followed his directions, and a minute later he raised his cuffed hands and pointed. “There. Right over there. Go around that cluster and cut a hard right.”  

      They came out into a tiny cove. Then Ellie saw it. Forest camouflage netting flapping in the breeze, tethered against a cluster of mangroves. A dark brown, rigid-hull inflatable raft floated beneath it. Oswald had finally come through, and her heart rate quickened. Now she could only hope that Dawson Montgomery was still there and, if he was, that he was still alive. 

      Ellie idled the Bertram just past the raft and put the engines into neutral. She pressed the power button to engage the windlass, and the anchor moved down into the water. Then she backed up the Bertram while still letting out more rode. When she stopped the windlass, the line tightened as the anchor hooked into the sandy bottom and held them true. The raft now sat hard on the Bertram’s starboard. Ellie turned off the engines and told Oswald to get down to the deck. She followed him down. Tyler was sitting on an engine box with his head between his knees. He pushed himself up and came to unsteady feet. “Hang in there,” Ellie said. “Can you cuff him to the tower leg?”

      Tyler nodded weakly, and Ellie looked toward the raft now just a couple feet off the starboard. It was well hidden. The camouflage wasn’t a perfect color match against the brighter greens of the mangroves, but it was probably unnecessary anyway. No one would find their way out here. Perhaps a straying kayaker exploring in detail, but no one would have been out here these last couple of days.  

      Ellie slid onto the gunwale and surveyed her drop point. The camouflage netting made it impossible to see what might be underneath. There was only one way to find out if Dawson was under there or not. She slid off from the Bertram and landed on the bulbous edge of the raft. She held onto it with her knees and brought out the butterfly knife that had been resting in the seam of her shorts. She grabbed the netting, opened the knife in a single motion, and slid the blade through the material, cutting it back to give her access underneath. Ellie pulled up, and, seeing nothing beneath, continued slicing. She moved along the length of the raft until she had cut through the entire length of camouflage. Once she had gotten to the end, she turned, grabbed the edge, and flung it back, exposing everything beneath.

      What she saw next took away her breath. 

      Dawson Montgomery lay at the far end, curled up into the side, his back to her, wearing jeans, a white t-shirt, and tennis shoes. The shirt was stained with blood and torn in several places. Ellie stepped into the raft and made her way over to him. His wrists were bound behind him with black zip ties, and his ankles were under the same fate. She kneeled down and called out. “Dawson!” 

      Nothing. 

      “Dawson, I’m a friend and we’re here to get you out of here!” Still nothing. She set her index and middle fingers on his neck and pressed firmly over his carotid artery, checking for a pulse. Still nothing. She positioned her fingers and pressed down more firmly. 

      A faint pulse. 

      She sliced through the plastic ties and slowly brought him up so his back was resting against the edge of the raft. His head swung loosely on his neck, and his chin came to rest on his chest. During their investigation Ellie had reviewed several photos of Dawson. What was in front of her resembled nothing of the likeness she had seen. His face was caked with dried blood that been wettened by the recent rains. His eyes were nearly invisible under puffy, purplish skin. An untreated, obviously broken nose had swelled and now leaned heavily toward one side. Dawson’s hands were loosely bound in red-stained gauze that was starting to slip off his wrists. Ellie lips curled when she saw his shoes, the fabric panel above the toes also red. They had put his feet back into his dirty shoes. 

      Tyler called out from the boat. “Is he alive?”

      “Barely.” They had to get him to a hospital. The man had been severely wounded and then left here for the last three days with no water, no medical treatment. He had clearly lost a lot of blood. 

      Ellie reached down and hooked her hands under Dawson’s armpits. She pivoted and pulled him across the raft. Tyler leaned over the gunwale and put his arms out, Ellie slid Dawson’s weight over to Tyler, and he heaved the heavy, limp body into the boat. Ellie scoured the raft for anything else Oswald’s people may have left behind. There was nothing. She got back on the Bertram and looked up. Dark, wispy clouds mixed with ominous greens were stirring overhead. The wind, oddly enough, was still down considerably from what it had been earlier. 

      “Hey, Ellie?” Tyler was leaning over Dawson. “We need to move fast and get him to a doctor.”

      “I know.” She turned to go back to the bridge.

      “Hey, Ellie?”

      “What?”

      “Is it just me or is the water going down?”

      She looked off the port side and over at the vegetation for reference. She blinked. The water line had clearly dropped a foot from where it had been earlier, after Oswald had pointed it out. The upper roots, the trunks, and branches were dark with moisture from where the water line had been just a few minutes ago. The water shouldn’t be receding. It should be rising with the onset of storm surge, not trending down. It was striking. The water line was clearly diminishing. 

      And then it hit her. “Oh, no,” she whispered. “Oh, no, no.”

      “What?” Tyler asked. “What’s wrong?”

      “It’s a reverse storm surge,” she said. 

      “Reverse? What does that mean?”

      “Sometimes a powerful storm like Josephine can temporarily suck water away from the coast. The closer the storm gets to us the more water it’s going to take with it.”

      “I know I’m from the Texas desert, but I thought hurricanes brought rising water levels. You know, flooding.”

      “They do, but with the really big ones the winds closer to the eye displace so much water that the surrounding areas deplete and run out into the Gulf. If I’m remembering correctly, as the storm gets closer its winds will shift in relation to the drainage and bring it all back in quickly.” She looked back up at the clouds. “But if it keeps up it may suck the sound and the canals dry.” If they didn’t move fast they would soon find themselves beached and, like Moses had almost four thousand years ago, standing on dry land. 

      Tyler rubbed at his temples. “So you’re telling me I’ve got a crazy man cuffed over here, three-quarters of a dead man to get to safety, and we’re about to not have enough water to get back to the marina?”

      Ellie’s jaw tightened. “Yes.”

      He groaned. “I’ll get Dawson to a bunk and you get us out of here.” 

      Ellie went to climb up the ladder to the bridge, but Oswald, cuffed to it, was standing in her way. The area around his nose was puffy, swollen like a swarm of bees had been working on him. Still though, he maintained that haughty air, that steadfast hubris that he thought was so cute and Ellie found so repulsive. She didn’t ask him to move. Instead, while holding a fresh image of Dawson Montgomery in her mind she curled her right hand into a tight fist and sent it into his face.  

      Oswald howled like a wolf in mating season and swung off to the side. Ellie scrambled up the ladder, got behind the wheel, and when she started the engines the boat hummed beneath her. She bumped the boat into forward gear, the anchor line slacked, and she shifted to reverse. Being in such a small cove and so close to so much vegetation beneath the receding waterline, the last thing Ellie needed was to overstrain the windlass motor under the weight of the hull. She bumped back into forward gear again, and the final yards of the rode came out of the water, bringing the anchor with it. Relieved that the anchor didn’t catch, she engaged the transmission a final time, maneuvered the boat around, and exited the route she had come through a few minutes earlier. 

      Behind her, Oswald was cursing. 

      The Bertram’s draft—the distance between the waterline and the bottom of the v—was roughly three feet and determined the minimum depth of water that could be safely navigated. The props and rudders extended a foot beyond that, which meant that if the water got below four feet they would start dragging the bottom. And if the water went anything below that, they would beach. Most of the areas at the southern end of Pine Island Sound were generally at a nautical depth of six to twelve feet. The immediate problem was that, unlike someone like Major, Ellie didn’t know where those areas where. She turned on the depth finder, and as she came out of McIntyre Creek and back into Pine Island Sound, it gave her a depth of five feet. The transducer was mounted a little higher up from the very bottom of the keelson, so Ellie guessed she had an extra six inches more than what her depth finder was telling her. In this phenomenon every single inch was going to count. 

      The contrast from their ride out here was almost chilling. The waters were relatively calm, and the wind had died down to around five knots. Ellie’s adrenaline surged as, from her view up on the bridge, she witnessed random color shifts in the water. 

      The sandy bottom.  

      Oswald was now humming loudly behind her, as if this entire ordeal was somehow comical. 

      Ellie gave the boat more throttle and for the next mile navigated via the depth finder. Then, with no warning at all, as though the gods had ordained this the perfect time to play a joke on her, the depth finder blinked twice, flashed pink and blues lines against a white background, and cut off. Ellie turned it on and off again, slapped it, and received no response. The depth finder was not coming back. She sighed. 

      They were only halfway back to the marina. She was going to have to do this on her own. Taking a deep breath, she navigated the colors of the water, trying to stay in the darkest areas. Suddenly, the water moved to a deeper brown, and Ellie throttled back. Her stomach and shoulders tightened as she felt the running gear snag on the bottom before coming clear again. “Come on,” she muttered, and turned the wheel, quickly moving into a darker area of water. Her head jerked forward as they hit bottom again, harder this time, shining the propellers. Ellie turned briefly and saw a cloud of silt stirring up behind the transom. Her heart was racing and her knuckles white as they gripped the wheel. 

      She could see the marina clearly now, and she kept her speed. They snagged the bottom again, but Ellie kept going, the boat now vibrating like it had a bad tire, droning like a tired animal. She grit her teeth. Ellie had grown up here, spent the first twenty years of her life on these waters, and yet she had never witnessed anything like this in person. It was like someone had yanked the plug out of the bathtub. “Come on,” she muttered again. 

      The channel coming into the marina was deeper; Major had dredged it a couple years ago, and when Ellie turned her attention to the dock she again saw something she had never seen before. The remaining fishing boats were hanging suspended above the water by their mooring lines, like spiders in their webs. To her relief, the boat surged forward as it entered the deeper waters of the channel. She turned and yelled for Tyler. He staggered out of the cabin still looking weak, but better than he had earlier. “Drop the fenders,” she called. “Tie off at starboard!” Then remembering that Tyler knew nothing of boats, she said, “Over here. Right side!” 

      He gave her a weak nod and started flipping fenders over the side. They might help against the pilings, but the dock was now five feet higher than it usually was. She idled in, and Tyler scrambled to the bow and pressed his hands into a piling to keep the boat from hitting it. Ellie cut the engines, left the helm, and went to the port side. She grabbed a mooring line and reached up and tied it around a cleat. She repeated it at the next piling, pulling the line tight, and wrapping it some more. Soon the boat was as secure as it was going to get, given the circumstances. If Josephine was going to make landfall anywhere near the island, the Bertram wouldn’t make it, no matter how well they tied it off. Someone might find it a week from now next to that old fishing boat on Mondongo Rocks, or stuffed into the fringes of a barrier island or, worse, a backyard in Fort Myers. Tyler brought Dawson out of the cabin and laid him gently on the deck while Ellie clambered up to the dock. He uncuffed a still-chuckling Eli Oswald and told him to “get up there with Ellie.” A minute later the four of them were on the dock: one passed out, two of them bloody, all of them soaking wet.   

      Tyler hooked his arms under Dawson’s armpits and, after cuffing Oswald again, made him hold Dawson’s feet. As they passed The Salty Mangrove, the side door leading into the covered patio swung open. Major stepped out and nearly ran straight into Oswald.

      Ellie stopped, a puzzled look on her face. “Major? What are you doing here?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Forty-Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      Major looked curiously at the motley crew before him. He blinked, and without taking his eyes off Oswald said, “I had forgotten to empty the vault under the bar.” He looked at Ellie. “What’s going on here?”

      “We found Ronnie’s friend, Dawson,” she said, and then nodded toward Oswald. “And this is the guy who was looking for Ronnie.” 

      The rain had started up again. Major opened the screen door and motioned for them to step inside the covered porch. He had the clear plastic weather flaps lowered so that, at least for now, the inside was dry. They all went in. 

      Major surveyed the odd looking man in handcuffs standing beside Ellie. “That’s Ronnie’s friend? The guy who sent those fingers to Jean?”

      “Yes, it’s him.”   

      “Well, well, now,” Oswald said, “I suppose my reputation doth precede me.” He looked around the space. “Hey now, good sir, any chance for a local celebrity to gain a glass of water? I’m buyin’.”

      Major ignored him. “How did you find him?”

      “Long story, I can fill you in later. I’ve got to get Dawson to a hospital.”

      “She kidnapped me, that’s what,” Oswald protested. 

      Major surveyed Dawson and shook his head. “The hospitals have evacuated, but their emergency rooms should still be operational.”

      He eyed Oswald. “Why don’t you let me take this guy while you get Ronnie’s friend here to the doctor?”

      Ellie hesitated. Having Oswald would continue to complicate things. Ellie wasn’t exactly in a position to just drop him off at the local precinct. If she locked him back in the bed of her truck, there was no guarantee he wouldn't start making noise or scream for help when they pulled up to the ER. She had kidnapped a fugitive wanted by the FBI, DEA, and ATF, tortured him in secret, and then forced him to come with her across hurricane infested waters to find one of his kidnap victims. 

      “He’s a wanted man,” she explained. “And to be honest, I’m going to get in some trouble for having him. I don’t want to implicate you.”

      “You went off the reservation and got him on your own.”

      She just stared back at him.

      “You know what?” Major said, “I think we can figure something out. You found Ronnie’s friend here after all. But right now you need to get this man some help. ”

      She thought about it, unsettled by both options. Finally, “Okay. But please, be careful. He’s dangerous. You sure you’re good with him?”

      “Go on. We’ll be fine. We’ll go somewhere safe and away from prying eyes. If you still have service, call me when you’re done at the hospital and we’ll figure out a plan. Tyler, you take care of her, son.”

      “Of course.” 

      Turning to Tyler she said, “I need two minutes to run by my place and get Citrus.” There were a few other items as well. Specifically, the copper samovar Vida Murad had given her, the straw doll that little Khalida had made, and a couple items her father had left behind. 

      “Sure thing. Let’s go.” 

      Ellie took Dawson’s ankles, and as Tyler walked backwards he bumped the screen door open with his backside. Ellie paused. “Major. Are you sure? Like I said, I’m not supposed to hav—”

      “Go,” he said. “I’m on your team, kiddo.”

      “Yeah,” she nodded. “Okay.”  

      “Go on now. Get that poor man some medical help.”

      The wind was picking up again and sent the window flaps jouncing. Major watched the party of three make their way down the ramp to Ellie’s truck. He waited, and when he saw their taillights fade up the road, he crossed his arms, lifted his chin, and gave Eli Oswald a predatory grin.

      Oswald chuckled nervously. “Why you lookin’ at me like that?” 

      “So...you’re the one who stole some of my cocaine and swapped it for guns?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fifty

          

        

      

    

    
      Ellie slowed her speed as she approached the Matlacha Pass Bridge. The rain and wind were coming down in hard, stinging sheets again. When she got to the other side, a police officer dressed in a neon yellow rain slicker waved her down with an orange signal light. Tyler was sitting behind her with Dawson propped next to him. “Can you reposition him so the officer can’t see him? The last thing I need right now is to get a bunch of questions.”

      “Yeah. One sec.” Ellie saw Dawson disappear from the rearview mirror. She heard a thunk and then a shuffling. “Okay. We’re good back here.”

      Ellie rolled down her window. The officer yelled to keep his voice above the wind as he spoke. “Where are you headed?”

      Citrus bounded into Ellie’s lap and yapped at the officer, thrilled that someone else was willing to have a discussion with him. Ellie laid a hand on his back. “Shhh, boy.” Citrus darted onto the passenger seat and set his two front paws on the dash. He looked out the window and barked at the rain. 

      Ellie had half expected the officer to say something about evading him when she snuck back onto the island earlier, but he said nothing. Maybe it was a new shift. “To a relative’s house further inland,” Ellie said. She wasn’t going to tell him that she needed to take someone to the hospital. Naturally, as a public servant, he would want to get eyes on him and see how bad off he was, possibly call in an escort to help her get there safely. Dawson’s face looked like ground meat, and one look at him would only prompt a series of sober questions from the officer. 

      “All right,” he yelled. “But you’d better hurry up and get there. The bridge is closed to all incoming and won’t open until after the storm passes. You should have left hours ago.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Be safe now!” He stepped back and waved her on. 

      “Captain Obvious, there,” Tyler mumbled. Citrus barked, agreeing with him. 

      Ellie rolled up her window and slowly advanced. “How’s he doing?”

      “His breathing is more shallow since we got him in here.”

      Ellie scanned both sides of the road for any pedestrians crazy enough to be out in this weather. Seeing none, she punched the accelerator.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fifty-One

          

        

      

    

    
      Oswald eyed the man standing before him. He had grown weary of being carted around all day. In the last few hours he had been taken to that cabin, hurt real bad, forced to ride out to Sanibel, and now, this. When that Ellie lady handed him off to this guy, Eli Oswald had had enough. He was going to get rid of these people, find a way off this island before the storm came, and get out of the state—for good. That’s what he had been thinking while he stared at the bar owner in front of him. But all that had changed with the man’s last words. 

      “What’re you talking about?” Oswald said, scowling.

      Another smile broke across the man’s face. A smile that sent a chill down Oswald's spine and into his thighs. “You can...call me Ringo.”

      Oswald grinned suspiciously. “You? You’re Ringo?” He laughed to himself. “I don’t think so, Jimmy Jan—”

      “I’ve been intending to make your acquaintance, but I must say that I was a bit disappointed to hear that you escaped the raid on your compound as well as the little present that Aldrich left you.”

      Oswald stopped smiling. 

      “And now look at this. Fate has dropped you right in my lap. I think we have some talking to do, you and I.” He looked down and noticed the wet bandage on Oswald’s hand. “What happened there?” 

      “That Ellie girl. She cut off my thumb, man.”

      Ringo laughed. “You’re joking. My, my. She’s the brightest beam of sunshine in my life, but she’ll burn the wrong person to toast if they aren’t wearing sunscreen.”

      Oswald was beginning to feel a bit nervous. “She know about you? She a part of your little enterprise too? I thought she was with the good guys.”

      “She does not know about me, Eli Oswald, and I’ve been very careful to keep it that way.” He placed a heavy hand on Oswald's shoulder. “Do you see the dilemma that puts me in with you? It puts me in a position where I have to trust you, Oswald. Do you think I’m prepared to trust you with something like that?”  

      Oswald swallowed nervously. “Oh, come on, man. I wouldn’t say anything. You and me, we got common interests. We can help each other. You know what I'm sayin’?”

      “Yes. I do think we can help each other,” Ringo said, now rubbing his chin. “How about you and I go someplace we can chat?”

      “Boy...now you’re talkin’.”

      Ringo opened the door and led Oswald back out into the elements. A heavy gust of wind cut across the boardwalk like a bulldozer. The two men crouched down and steadied themselves against the onslaught. Ringo grabbed Oswald and pushed him toward the ramp that led to his Jeep. 

      
        
        _______________

      

      

      When they drew near to the hospital, Ellie followed the signs to the emergency room entrance. She pulled the Silverado underneath the carport, and she and Tyler jumped out. With speed and care, they drew Dawson out of the cab and entered through the sliding glass doors. Before they were halfway to the front desk, they caught the attention of a nurse who raced over. She called for a gurney, and Ellie quickly updated the nurse on his situation; what had been done to him, estimating for how long, and under what circumstance they had found him. 

      The nurse called for her team to assemble faster. 

      
        
        _______________

      

      

      Warren Hall’s house was a modest two story a couple miles north of The Salty Mangrove and sat close to Dobbs Preserve. Butting up against the east side of the island his was the last house on Sunburst Drive. He brought his Jeep Wrangler into the driveway and, after opening the passenger door, said, “Let’s go.”

      Oswald complied. He stepped out into the gusting wind, ducking down to keep his footing, and followed Ringo through the side door of the home. They entered the kitchen, and Ringo pulled out a chair at the kitchen table. “Have a seat.”

      “Say, I am most thirsty. Can I get something to drink?”

      “Like you gave that young man I just saw? Like you gave him something to drink?”

      “Oh, come on, man. That was just business. We didn’t mean nothin’ by it.”

      Ringo leaned against the gray granite that formed the top of his kitchen island. He folded his arms and looked Eli square in the eye. He had already decided how to handle this. He had known right after Ellie had handed him off, before she and Tyler and Dawson were even halfway to her truck. Sometimes life gave you lemons. This particular lemon happened to be sweet, and today Ringo would be making lemonade. He wouldn’t even need to add sugar. 

      “Eli, you broke one of my rules. You were to receive my product and move it. It’s been, what, less than two months since I decided to start working with you? 

      “Are you gonna get me something to drink?”

      Ringo ignored him. “But—forgive me if I’m assuming—you got greedy and so thought that I wouldn’t mind if you packaged my product with your guns.” 

      “I’m just out to make a buck. Same as anyone else.”

      “You know, Ronnie Oglesby has been staying here for the last couple weeks. Right here, in this house. He left yesterday with his mother and got off the island.”

      Oswald’s expression changed from smug to disbelief.

      Ringo nodded toward the fireplace. “That painting hanging over the mantel—the one of the shrimp trawler—was done by Ronnie’s mother. She happens to be one of my favorite artists. Jean is a good friend of mine and keeping Ronnie here safely away from you was the least I could do.” He stepped over to the refrigerator, reached in, and grabbed a can of Pepsi. He shut the door, and the aluminum top clicked as he popped the tab. 

      “Thank you,” Oswald said sarcastically. 

      Ringo took a sip and set it on the counter. “When I decided to let you distribute my goods, I did so full well knowing that you are a radical and espouse certain philosophies that I view as crude and elementary. You’re not half the man that Harlan Tucker was—and I didn’t agree with his view on life either. But I decided to take a chance with you, Eli. To test you out and see how the first few runs went. Did I not make it clear before we even started working together that when you moved my product you were to move it and it only? Did I not make it clear that I did not want multiple government agencies looking for me?”

      Oswald shrugged defeatedly. 

      “You start dealing illegal or unregistered arms then you get the ATF on your case. When you kidnap people of even minimal social worth, and do it sloppily, do it in a way that can easily be traced back to you, then you get the local police and the FBI involved. Those are agencies I want to stay off my trail, not be hot on it. I’m not worried about the DEA. Them I can handle. But once you got all these spotlights to shine right on you, you opened up a little portal for them to start snooping around and find a road to me. That’s not difficult to understand, is it?” 

      “Suppose not.”

      “I’ve been doing this for a very long time, Eli. I am very good at what I do. I’m very good at it because I am smart. I’m smart and I am not greedy. Greedy people get caught every time because they make foolish decisions and stop doing the thinking that kept them safe in the first place.”

      “That Ellie girl really don’t know that you’re the guy she’s after?”

      Ringo took another sip of his Pepsi and smiled. He looked at Oswald’s hand. “She really cut your thumb off?” It was more a statement than a question. 

      “Yeah. That little whore.”

      The word was hardly out of his mouth before Ringo’s heavy fist connected to his jaw. His head snapped to the right and, with the displacement of his weight, his chair tumbled outward, and he crashed into the wall and onto the floor. His wounded hand slammed into the tile, and he howled as the pain radiated through his arm all over again. He lay there, dazed from the furious punch, trying to wish the fire in his hand away along with the throbbing in a broken nose that had been hit three times in as many hours. 

      “Get up,” he heard over his shoulder. “Get. Up.”

      Oswald groaned and, slowly pushing off the kitchen floor with his good hand, stood up. He grabbed the edge of the table and steadied himself. 

      “Pick up the chair and sit back down.” 

      He leaned down, grabbed up the chair, and set it upright. It felt like his jaw might be broken. He sat back down, cowering under the torrent of pain weaving through his body. 

      “You want to call my niece a whore again?”

      “Your...niece?” It was barely a whisper spoken across a swelling tongue.

      “It’s not often that I regret doing business with people, Eli. I’m quite good at judging character. Somehow I knew my relationship with you would come to this. I sensed it. But I was willing to take a risk, a risk which I now regret.”

      “I’m sorry, man. You're right. It was stupid.”

      “I didn’t say stupid, did I? No, I said foolish. Stupid implies that you are lacking the capacity to make the proper decision. Foolish, now that is simply choosing the lesser; choosing the option that is clearly not the best. You, Eli Oswald, are a fool, and it is time for our relationship to end.”

      Oswald smiled weakly. “Yeah,” he whispered. “I agree. Let’s just go our separate ways and put all this behind us.” 

      “Yes. Let’s.” Ringo opened a closet door off the kitchen and retrieved a rain jacket. He put it on. “Let’s go for a walk.”

      Oswald demurred. “A walk? We don’t need to do that. Let’s just get off this island before that storm blows us away.” Oswald’s throat was as dry as a cotton ball. 

      Ringo stepped back into the kitchen and paused before a drawer. He opened it and produced a chromed .45 ACP. He lifted a false bottom from the drawer, reached in, and withdrew a suppressor. 

      When he saw the gun, when he heard the soft metallic scrape of the suppressor rounding the threads, Oswald made an attempt to protest but found then that his jaw was locked, as if the hinges had rusted out. He couldn’t talk. He thought his bladder might give way. 

      When Ringo was finished, he shut the drawer, brought the gun across his chest, and racked the slide. The crisp sound of a round entering the chamber chilled Oswald’s skin. Ringo held the gun down at his side, not bothering to point it at the terrified man sitting at his table. With his free hand Ringo graciously motioned toward the door they had entered earlier. Oswald reluctantly stood up and walked toward it, his breath halting.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fifty-Two

          

        

      

    

    
      While they waited on an update on Dawson, Ellie and Tyler watched the Weather Channel on the waiting room television. It had been over an hour, and as yet there had been no word from the nurses. Ellie had gone out and checked on Citrus a half hour ago, who was not at all pleased that he was not allowed to go inside and play. She moved her Silverado into the parking garage to keep both truck and dog out of the way of flying debris. 

      According to the news, Hurricane Josephine was now cutting west out to sea, with the eye of the storm just leaving Naples, forty miles south of Saint James City. Tyler finally got tired of seeing weathermen standing in ninety-mile-an-hour winds, yelling into the microphone for people to go inside and seek shelter if they were still outside—how are they watching this if they are outside? he’d asked—and walked into the hallway and started pacing. Ellie followed behind him and caught up. 

      “I can’t believe someone would do that kind of thing to a man,” he said. “I can’t wait for him to rot in prison.” 

      “Yeah,” she said softly. 

      “You really took his thumb?”

      She sighed. “Yes. Tyler, he wasn’t going to t—”

      “I don’t need an explanation. I trust your judgment, Ellie. I just...wow. You’re pretty amazing.” He pointed down the corridor. “That man might live to see tomorrow because of you.”  

      “Thanks.”

      He stopped and his eyes found hers. “I mean it, Ellie. You did good.”

      “Yeah?”

      “Shoot yeah.”

      At the other end of the hall, the double doors opened, and a gray-haired doctor wearing surgical scrubs approached them. He introduced himself as Dr. Flynn. “We have Mr. Montgomery stabilized now,” he said. “We’ve sent his blood samples to the lab for group and crossmatching, but it will take another hour to get his blood type. In the meantime we’ve given him saline and O positive. He lost a lot of blood and is severely dehydrated. Once we have the infection under control and the swelling goes down, we can stitch him up.” He flipped a page on his clipboard. “His feet will heal faster than his hands. You told the nurse he had been on a raft in the wildlife preserve?”

      “Yes.”

      “It appears that some salt water made contact with his feet. His socks were heavy with it. The salt, while not preventing a serious infection, did mitigate against sepsis. His hands, however, didn’t fare so well. They are septic, with bacterial inflammation throughout his hands and up into his wrists. If we don’t have to amputate his hands, he’ll be lucky. For now, we have him on IV antibiotics and topical antibiotics. Do you know who did this to him?”

      “Yes,” Ellie replied. Then she added, “The police have been looking for him, but nothing has turned up yet.” She didn’t know how lying to the doctor was going to help anything. It just came out that way. 

      “Have the police gotten a statement from you as to how you found him?”

      “No, sir,” Tyler said. “We’ve been waiting, but no one has shown. We assumed the nurses called it in. I think they’re all busy with the storm.”

      After the doctor left, Ellie brought out her phone out again and checked for a signal. Still no service. She had been trying to reach Major ever since they handed Dawson off to the nurses. She knew that he was capable of handling Oswald, and yet an uneasiness hung over her. She shouldn't have gotten him involved. The handcuff key was still resting at the bottom of her pocket, but that didn’t mean Oswald wouldn’t try something. Hopefully Major had already gotten to the police. 

      For now though, there was nothing else to be done. They would have to wait out the storm from within the bowels of Lee Memorial Hospital.

      
        
        _______________

      

      

      It was fascinating, really. In all his years down here, he had never experienced the phenomenon with his own eyes. The waters of Manatee Bay were nearly gone. Only brown sand laced with thin streaks of algae sat where the water was supposed to be, like the tides had short-circuited and once water had reached low tide it just kept draining.  

      It was perfect.

      The waterline was now thirty yards out. He guided Oswald into the sand, and it displaced slightly around his feet as he crossed it. 

      Oswald’s jaw had finally loosened, and he was busy pleading. “You can’t do this! Your neighbors are going to see you.” Any other day, the man might have been right. But today he was not. He didn’t know that every neighbor on this street had already evacuated. He didn’t know that there was no one left in the entire neighborhood, not even a gerbil or a parakeet. Oswald also didn’t know that when you looked east out of Manatee Bay there was nothing but naturally pristine water and mangroves for two miles and, with the weather like it was, there was no concern of a boat passing unexpectedly. No, they were all alone. Just the two of them. Ringo nudged his hand into Oswald’s back, pushing him along as the younger man tried in vain to provide rational solutions to the disagreement that stood between them. They splashed through a few puddles as they finally neared the edge of the water. After they’d gone a little farther, Ringo shoved Oswald one final time until the water was at their knee caps.

      The wind had died down some. The rain, for now, was a light drizzle. Ringo looked out across the shallow water. He took in a deep breath, inhaled the brackish odor of an empty ocean bed. He took a couple steps back. “Please, Eli. Get down on your knees.”

      “M-m-m-man, th-th-th-there's a better way, Ringo.” When Oswald got down on his knees, the water reached up to his chest, and he winced as the salt water washed over his bad hand. He brought his cuffed hands up in a pleading defense. 

      Ringo held the gun at his side, held it in a loose grip, like it wasn’t even there. He looked down on Oswald. The man’s black hair was matted to his scalp, half of it drifting into his eyes. His nose was swollen, and blood, crusty and moist, spread around his lips and his chin. 

      “Eli,” he said softly. “When I was a boy, oh, I don’t know, maybe about ten or eleven, I was walking through a forest in Ohio, just near where I lived, when I came out into this clearing. In the clearing was a flock of blackbirds—must’ve been a couple thousand of them. They were all laid out over this field; couldn't even see the dry grass. Just blackbirds as far as the clearing went. And you know what? Every last one of them was dead. And when I say dead, Eli, I mean they had been lying there for days. Stank to high heaven and flies buzzing in ecstasy. Now, I have no idea what happened to those poor blackbirds, how they got there. But I do know one thing. That was just surely the sorriest sight I ever did see. And you, Eli Oswald, happen to be the second sorriest.” 

      “I didn't mean nothin’ by it all, I swear! I swear I’ll do right by you and help with whatever you need. I swear!” 

      “I’m not looking to extract any promises from you, Eli. What’s done is done. The final act, closed curtain, after-party; all over.” 

       “Ringo...Ringo,” he choked. “I can pay you. You want money? I can tell you where to get it.”

      Ringo knew it would come to this. If they had it, money always became a topic for discussion at the very end. When the one about to die could no longer see a way out, he turned to the only thing he thought he had left. Ringo had been ready for this. He played along. “Where?”

      “Get me out of here and I’ll take you to it.”

      Ringo didn’t smile. Not this time. “Eli, do you think I am a stupid man?”

      “No. No, of course not.”

      “But you think I will let you take me to your money so that you can find a way to escape?”

      “No, I just—”

      “Then tell me where it is, and I will reconsider. Tell me where it is, and I’ll call Chewy to go retrieve it. If it’s there we could very well have a deal.”

      “Okay. Okay, yeah.” Oswald struggled on his knees, expressed a breath of relief. “It’s ugh, it’s in my hotel room. At the Purple Parrot. Wrapped up in the toilet tank.”  

      “How much?”

      Reluctantly, Oswald said, “About sixty thou.”

      “The Purple Parrot, you say?” 

      “Yeah. It’s up near Sweetwater.” 

      “Thank you, Eli,” he interrupted. “I do hope you’re a man of your word. This brings our relationship to a close, and your days which the Lord has numbered are now complete.” 

       “Please no! I...I don’t wanna die!” He shuffled on his knees through the water toward Ringo’s feet. “Please...please…” he said in crying whispers.

      Ringo despised the pleading tears of cowardly men, men that couldn’t—wouldn’t—take their medicine. They repulsed him. Men who could inflict the grossest forms of violence on others but folded beneath the promise that it would be turned back on them. He tucked his gun into the rear seam of his cargo shorts and stepped in behind Oswald, laying two strong hands on his shoulders. He leaned in, said, “You reaped. Now you sow. You sow a reaping. I’m the Reaper.” Then he heaved Oswald’s head beneath the water. 

      The brackish, bitter tide found its way into Oswald’s mouth and up through his nasal passages. He could feel strong hands lace their fingers around the back of his head like wicked roots, wrapping into his hair, forced down by sturdy trunks above. 

      Memory rumbled through him, accompanied by the salty, briny taste of the ocean, and as the last of the oxygen was milked from his bloodstream and his CO2 levels began to rise, he saw King, the brown Cocker Spaniel he had as a child. That was, until the day the King chewed through his old man’s wallet, leaving the leather in a soggy heap under the dining room table and the cash in tiny pieces all over the floor. His father had taken the dog out back near the tree line and beat it until there was no more yelping, no more breath in the small animal. Oswald had watched the entire thing from the living room window, scared to venture out lest he suffer half the fate of the dog. His father had barreled back a few minutes later and, without looking at his son, said, “Don’t ever ask me for another dog.” Then his father went to the refrigerator, grabbed a Budweiser, and set himself into his easy chair. 

      Now, King was running toward him, his ears flopping lazily around his head, his tongue hanging out, his eyes locked happily on the master he hadn't seen in over thirty years. But then, slowly, the dog’s eyes turned a bright green and then shifted into a deep red, and Oswald remembered that he was dying, that in this moment, he was King, his life being taken by the hands of a violent man. 

      He felt the fingers on the back of his head relax. This wasn’t supposed to be the way it all ended. He had years to go, a new posse to recruit. He and his brother Drew had even talked about maybe going on a cruise. What cruise line had they talked about again?

      That question was the last thought Eli Oswald ever had.
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      At eight o’clock in the evening, an hour after Doctor Flynn had spoken with Ellie and Tyler, as Ellie flipped through a year-old copy of Better Homes and Gardens for the fourth time, and as Tyler was dozing off next to her, the door to the hospital waiting room opened, and Major stepped through, soaking wet, rain water still dripping off his shorts. 

      Ellie came to her feet. “Major? What are you doing here?” 

      His pupils were dilated with concern. All he said was, “Have a seat, kiddo.” 

      He took the chair next to her. Tyler rubbed his eyes and leaned forward. 

      “What’s going on?” she asked. Something was wrong; that much was clear. “Where’s Oswald?”

      “That’s why I’m here. That Oswald. He’s...uhh…”

      “What?”

      ‘Well, he’s gone.” 

      Her stomach clenched. “What? Gone? What do you mean?”

      “Well, he got away—Ellie, I’m so sorry. I didn’t think he would make run for it.”

      “A run for it? He escaped?” 

      “Yeah.”

      Ellie closed her eyes, heard Tyler whisper, “Oh, no.”  

      “I took him back to the house with me to get a few things, and then, on the way back out, he just bolted for it when I was leading him back to the truck.”

      “Bolted? Where?”

      “Toward Manatee Bay. With all the rain I lost sight of him almost immediately. He could have doubled back.” He shook his head. “I just don’t know.” 

      Ellie slicked her hands down her face and moaned. “Okay...Okay…” She sighed long and slow. 

      Tyler put a hand on her knee. “He can’t get off the island, not in this weather.”

      “Well, that’s what I want to talk with you about,” Major said. He took in the empty room and then turned back to his niece. “I need to call the police, Ellie, and let them know. They need to know that guy is out there.”

      She nodded pensively. 

      “But first...” he said, “I was thinking the three of us could come to some sort of agreement.”

      She cut her eyes back to him.

      “What do you mean?” Tyler asked.

      “Ellie, you...took that man’s thumb off, didn’t you?

      “Yes.”

      “Anyone see you do it?”

      “No, we were at Jean’s cabin.”

      “And if memory serves me right, law enforcement tends to frown on that kind of thing.”

      “Major, I’m fine with taking responsi—”

      “No.” He said it flatly, as if what Ellie was trying to say wasn’t an option. “Tyler, son, correct me if you feel differently here, but I want to propose that you and I have no idea how that man lost his thumb. I don’t recall Ellie ever saying how it happened.”

      Ellie sat up. “Major, I—”

      “I’m game,” Tyler said. “I don’t have the foggiest clue what happened. Could have lost it changing his bicycle chain for all I know.”

      “No, you two.”

      Major, ignoring her, said to Tyler. “Maybe it was penance for what he did to Ronnie’s friend.”

      “No, you two. Once they find him, he’ll just tell them the truth.”

      “And who’s going to believe him over you?” Tyler said. 

      “I don’t want to lie. I’m not sorry for what I did.”

      “I’m not sorry for what you did either,” Tyler said. “I would have done the same thing had I, you know, tracked down a psycho on the front end of a hurricane.”

      Major slicked a hand across his still wet face. “Ellie, you did the right thing. I’m not going to see you have to lawyer up because you went and saved Ronnie’s friend's life.”

      “I’ll have to anyway. Oswald isn’t going to forget this anytime soon.”

      “It’s going to be Oswald’s word against yours. Let him try.”

      “I don’t want you guys lying for me.”

      “Well,” Tyler stretched his arms out and yawned large. “I don’t guess you have a choice there, Julie Jangle.”

      She slapped him on the shoulder. “Major, they’re going to wonder why you came here first.”

      “Sentries are gone from the bridge now. All the phones are down. Cell and landlines. I knew the hospital would have some phone or radio system operational.”

      “You’ve really thought through this.”

      “So we’re agreed.”

      “Warren, you’ve got my ballot,” Tyler said. 

      “Thanks, you guys,” Ellie said softly.

      Major put an arm behind her and brought her in close, kissed the top of her head. “All right,” he said, “I’m going to make the call.”

      When he was gone, Tyler said, “He’s a good man.”

      “Yeah. The best.”
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      The storm was over. 

      Hurricane Josephine had, in the late evening hours, continued a turn out into the Gulf of Mexico, the outer edge of its eye missing Lee County’s barrier islands by thirty miles. Before moving out to sea, it had torn across Marco Island and up into southern Naples, leaving nothing of Major’s Marco Island marina but piles of fractured pine, naked pilings, and punctured fiberglass.    

      Ellie, Tyler, and Major had spent all night in the hospital’s waiting room, wind and rain lashing at the windows and making the lights flicker, and Tyler being the only one to find a couple hours of sleep. As soon as the winds began dying down, the FBI and the Sheriff’s Office initiated a systematic search of the island, allowing no residents to return until Eli Oswald had been found. No one seemed to mind the inconvenience, as they were all a little wary of the idea that a high profile madman might be hiding in one of their attics or boathouses. Just as the sun was coming up, and with tailing winds still reaching upwards of fifty miles an hour, the Coast Guard had, at the bequest of the FBI, undertaken a search for Eli Oswald, focusing their attention on the eastern side of the island near Manatee Bay, the general area that Major had seen him run off toward. Less than an hour into the search, they found his body in a cluster of Rag Island mangroves. 

      Ellie, dog-tired and without cell service all night, was startled when her phone rang. It was Garrett, calling her personally to inform her that Eli Oswald’s body had been found. Garrett said someone had relayed that it had been her who had located and grabbed both Oswald and Montgomery. “That’s the kind of thing that made me bring you on in the first place,” he’d said, and then added that when the FBI brought her in for questioning later that day he planned on being present to ensure they let her off easy. When Ellie hung up and informed both Major and Tyler of Oswald’s fate, they all sighed in collective relief.

      The authorities’ initial conclusions held that, due to the lower water levels brought about from the reverse storm surge, Oswald had fled into the empty bed of Manatee Bay and had possibly tried to skirt around Dobbs Preserve. When the waters quickly returned, Oswald had probably been caught up in a rip current, the handcuffs making it difficult to swim. That was the preliminary assessment, and no one expected any extended investigation to conclude otherwise. 

      Early that afternoon FBI had brought in Ellie, Major, and Tyler and questioned them in turn.

      Ellie, leaving out any mention of the paperwork Mark had provided her, claimed that she had recalled something Drew Oswald had told her and followed it up on a whim. She had grabbed Oswald and utilized previous training to question him and get him to give up Dawson’s Montgomery's location. 

      Did you torture him? Was taking his thumb a part of that?

      “It was not.”

      What happened to it? 

      “It was like that when I found him.”

      Did you ask him about it?

      “I did. A couple of times. He wouldn’t tell me, and honestly, at the time that was the least of my concerns.” Reminding herself that Dawson was alive mitigated against the opprobrium she felt about lying to the good guys.  

      You couldn’t stop and use a payphone to alert us you had Oswald as well as a lead on his kidnap victim? You couldn’t use someone else's cell phone?

      “I figured if mine wasn’t working no one else’s was either. And I wasn’t going to spend precious time trying to locate a payphone.”

      What about the sheriff deputy at the Matlacha Pass Bridge? You couldn't have notified him when you went back on the island? 

      “I didn’t see him out there.” 

      What about coming back out? On your way to the hospital.

      That, she had to own. “I should have. To be honest, the rain at the time was severe and didn’t exactly allow for much of a conversation. It was my understanding that the nurses had a protocol to alert the police when a patient comes in like Mr. Montgomery had. 

      They questioned her for two hours, Garrett sitting beside her the whole time. 

      They believed her. 

      There was no CCTV footage from the gas station where Ellie had picked him up. She had checked before Oswald came out with his Funyuns and his Jim Beam, before she escorted him to her truck. He had been under the bed cover all the way back in to Pine Island, so there was no way for a traffic camera to pick him up. There would be no way for them to confirm that his thumb had already been severed and wrapped in gauze when she grabbed him. 

      One of the FBI agents, an Agent McLusky, who smelled a little like Funyuns himself and sweat too much, wanted to charge Ellie, claiming she had not followed a citizen’s protocol for handling a wanted fugitive and that she had been reckless and maverick. 

      Ellie had liked that last one. She had been a maverick. It had been her who had saved Dawson Montgomery's life, so that moniker was just fine with her. 

      After they had Ellie’s statement, it had been Major’s turn. He spent over an hour with the FBI. He had, after all, been the last person to see Oswald alive and had taken responsibility for a known fugitive. Major had been clear that it had been his own suggestion to take Oswald off Ellie’s hands, and he had done so with the conviction that doing so would be the best the thing for Dawson Montgomery. 

      Why did you stop at your house? Why didn’t you go straight to the police?

      I wasn’t expecting to have a criminal riding back off the island with me, and there were a few sentimental things I wanted to get from my house. 

      Why were you even on the island at all? 

      So Major told them the truth about why he had been at the bar that afternoon, that he hadn’t emptied the safe since Mango Mania and it held a fair amount of cash he didn’t want to be out of. 

      Did you have anything to do with the death of Eli Oswald? 

      No, of course not.

      They believed him too. 

      Tyler stood up under questioning as well, relying how Ellie had called her and asked him to prep the Bertram for her. He hadn’t known until she arrived at the marina just what was going on and by that point felt it his civic duty to help get Mr. Montgomery. 

      You could have called the Coast Guard at that point. They could have gone out.

      “With what phone? They were all down by that point.”

      There would, of course, be additional questions over the next few weeks from other agencies and lawyers who drew their paychecks from Uncle Sam. Other than that, the ordeal was behind them. 

      Pine and Sanibel Islands had seen wind gusts upwards of a hundred miles an hour that left trees and telephone poles strewn about like discarded pencils. Watercraft were found festooned in mangrove swamps and coves throughout the county, and a few of the boats at The Salty Mangrove’s marina were no longer in their slips, having broken free of their mooring lines. Major’s Bertram, as it turned out, remained in its slip and made it through without any more damage than that caused to the propellers as Ellie brought it back across the sound in receding water.  

      For those who had re-entry decals, entrance back onto the island occurred late that afternoon, with county cleanup trucks leading the way, removing trees and fallen branches from the roads and checking for loose and fallen electrical wires. 

      The peaceful quiet that typically held Pine Island in a sleepy trance was replaced with the constant buzzing of chainsaws cutting into fallen trees and the groan of Bobcats clearing debris into towering piles. Palm fronds and string lighting had been ripped off The Salty Mangrove’s tiki hut, and the backside of the restaurant was now missing, but, overall, Major was happy to discover that the damage hadn’t been any worse.   

      As fate would have it, Hurricane Josephine had docked a center console Cobia in the Berensons’ living room. Two months ago, after a Cessna loaded with cocaine crashed nose-first into the Norma Jean pier, one of its wings had ended up in the exact same spot, taking the place of the Berensons’ Pottery Barn coffee table. 

      As of a couple hours ago, Ted Berenson had left a voicemail at Pine Island Center asking for the first available realtor to give him a call. 

      Now, a full day after the storm had passed, with pockets of sky beginning to clear, Ellie and Tyler were moving sandbags from her back porch to Tyler’s truck. The waters hadn’t reached over the canal’s seawall, but the sandbags were heavy with rain water. Tyler paused at the corner of her house.

      “Hey, Ellie?”

      “Yeah?”

      “You did good. You know that, right?”

      “Sure, why?”

      “All this about Oswald and how it all went down. You being let go from the DEA, him dying.”

      She shrugged. “Oswald made his own choices. What happened to him is a sad ending to a sad life, but I’m not going to feel guilty about it.”

      “Well, I’m not either but,” he looked down on a thumb and rubbed at it. “I just hope I’m never on your bad side.”

      She smiled and they both reached down and grabbed up a couple more sandbags. Tyler winced.

      “You all right?” she asked.

      “Yep. Just a little sore.” He started walking to his truck. 

      “From what?”

      “Nothing.”

      “Tell me.”

      He set the heavy load on his tailgate and mumbled something.

      “What’s that?” She chucked her sandbag into the truck.

      He mumbled a little louder, still not enough for her to hear clearly.

      “Geez, Tyler. What’s the deal?”

      “My stomach muscles. Okay? They’re sore.”

      “Sore? What, did you start doing sit up—” and then she smiled. “You’re sore from throwing up.” It wasn’t a question. 

      “Can we talk about something else now?”

      “Certainly not.”

      “You’re a pain sometimes.” He winked at her. 

      They returned to her backyard which was littered with debris: roof shingles, branches, leaves, a rogue panel of corrugated steel, a splintered two-by-four, and an unopened, but punctured can of Folgers dark roast. Ellie’s house had fared well, only suffering a fractured window pane at the front and a fallen line of gutter at the back. A brown and white koozie lay half-tucked beneath a fallen palm frond. Ellie reached down and picked it up, examined it.

      “Oh, look. It’s a koozie from The Perfect Cup.” She held it out to Tyler. “See, this is how you do a koozie. Notice how it doesn’t say ‘The Perfect Coup.’”

      Tyler rolled his eyes and grabbed up another sandbag. 

      

      When Tyler left an hour later, Ellie took a long, hot shower and changed into comfortable cotton shorts and a Salty Mangrove t-shirt, then poured herself a glass of merlot and put Dylan’s “Blood on the Tracks” on her father’s old vinyl record player. She tucked herself into the corner of the couch, and Citrus jumped up and laid his head on her lap. 

      She pet his head as she enjoyed her wine and thought over the events of the past week.   Her sister and niece were back, she had been asked to turn in her contractor’s badge with the DEA, and then, through sheer tenacity and persistence, she had found both Eli Oswald and Dawson Montgomery. From what the doctors were now saying, it looked as though Dawson would be keeping both his hands and would be out of the hospital in the next few days. He was going to need a lot of therapy though.

      Oswald had been served up a plateful of justice by Mother Nature. Ellie didn’t expect to shed any tears over ol’ Jimmy Jangle. No, but she might shed some for Ryan Wilcox. Quite literally, the last few days had been a whirlwind, and Ellie had hardly made time to think about the fact that Virgil had reconnected with her and dropped a bomb in her lap. Now as she sat in the comfort of her living room, his words echoed, chilling her. I think I’m being framed for something. I think...well, I think we all are. 

      For three years now she had wanted to be wrong in thinking that some of what TEAM 99 had done was unsanctioned, and she had tried to convince herself over the last few years that the hit in Saint Petersburg had been an isolated event. But she couldn’t do that any longer. Not after what Virgil had said, not after she witnessed that unalloyed fear in his eyes and after she learned that Ryan Wilcox had been killed. But now, as Dylan intonated “Idiot Wind” and Citrus slept beside her, it was beginning to look very much like she had been right. 

      Her father was alive, doing something for someone, somewhere. 

      Ryan, her only line back to her father, had been murdered. 

      Virgil had gone off to Arizona to see what else could be known. 

      Someone was setting them up to take a fall. 

      And so, with Virgil's disconcerting words on the forefront of her mind and the last of the merlot on her lips, Ellie decided it was time to start finding some answers.
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      When Chewy entered Ringo’s office and stopped in front of his boss’s mahogany desk, Ringo asked him what life coach he was listening to. Chewy, who wasn’t one to manifest anything that could be deemed emotion, took pause, mildly surprised by the question. “Actually...it’s music.”

      “No kidding?”

      Chewy shrugged.

      “What band?”

      “Not a band. Vivaldi.”

      “Now you’re talking.” Ringo pulled open his center desk drawer, removed an envelope, and handed it to Chewy. “Take this to the post office if you would.”

      “Of course.”

      Ringo shut the book he was reading and leaned back in his chair. “Chewy, what made you come work for me?”

      Chewy and Ringo didn’t get personal very often; their engagements, for the most part, remained business-related. Not superficial, just business. Chewy considered the question. It had been ten years since he came on with Ringo. Initially, he received small shipments—Ringo didn’t do big ones back then—and took them to a buyer on the other side of the state. That was it. Pick up, drive, and hand off. A caveman could have done it. But it had been steady work, and Ringo paid him well. 

      While Ringo waited for Chewy to answer, he said, “You remember when I first met you?”

      “I do. It doesn’t seem so long ago.”

      “No, it doesn’t. You were angry back then, remember? Hot temper.” 

      He did remember. And if Chewy was honest with himself—and his prophets of personal power told him that doing so was the first step to growth and change—Ringo had become the greatest influence in his life. Ringo had accepted him, even back when he was a twenty-five-year-old punk who was mad at the world. Ringo had seen something in him and gave him a chance, and there had never been a time when Chewy felt disrespected or untrusted by the man. Ringo had been good to him. Very good. “I had gotten a job down here as a trawler hand and got a drink at The Salty Mangrove one night. That one old man started making fun of me in my coat. He couldn't believe someone would be wearing a coat during a record breaking summer.”

      “Stu Dudley,” Ringo huffed. “I’m glad that bastard bit the dust. He was a mean old coot. Spent a lot of money at my bar though. You stood out. You and that wool coat of yours.” 

      Chewy fixated on the edge of the desk as he stared into the past. “You offered me a job. I thought you were going to have me flip burgers.”

      “I have a confession to make,” Ringo said. “Something I’ve never told you. That first run that you made across the Glades. The stuff that was in the suitcases. It was baking soda. It wasn’t coke.”

      Chewy shrugged. “No matter. I delivered it. That’s what you asked me to do.” 

      “I had to test you. You did well. But you need to know that there is no one I trust more than you. Not even Andrés. And I trust Andrés very much.” 

      “Thank you, Ringo.” 

      “You’re a good man, Jared.” 

      Chewy paused. The nickname had developed during his time working for Ringo. No one had called him by his real name in years. It sounded good, personal.

      “We’ve come a long way, you and I, and I confess that it is due to my failed discernment that we have had a couple setbacks of late. But now that Eli Oswald is gone and César is out of the picture, we will be on the fast track to success. Wild Palm is working out better than I imagined.”

      “It is,” Chewy agreed. 

      Ringo removed his fedora, the white one with the black band, and stood up. He set the hat on the desk. “My marina on Marco Island did not fare well. I’m going down there to monitor the cleanup. I’m not sure when I’ll be back. My schedule is quite off these days. I don’t like it.” He turned to leave and then stopped. “Oh, I almost forgot. Quinton will be back in a couple weeks.”

      At this, Chewy’s brows lifted. “That’s good. He’s been greatly missed.”

      “Yes,” Ringo nodded. “He certainly has. Quinton’s return will be the dawn of a new era for us. It will be good.” 

      “I’m sure he has much to share with us. Ringo, if I may, what are we going to do about your─”

      “Let me deal with that.”

      “She’s getting close, Ringo.”

      “Yes. I know. Leave that to me. I’m working on it.” He stared out the office window with a soberness that Chewy had seen only once before. 

      “You love her,” Chewy noted.

      “Yes. I do.” More than you can possibly know, he thought. All three of them. And that was why, now, as he contemplated the heart-wrenching decision he had made this morning, his stomach soured. It was nearly unbearable, thinking about it, deciding to do it. But it had to be done. They were all now too close to what he was doing here, too close to the life he was leading as Ringo. For the moment, he brushed such harrowing thoughts aside. 

      Chewy took notice of the sudden change in Ringo’s complexion. “Are you okay? You don’t look well.”

      Ringo nodded vaguely. 

      “Is there something I can do to help?” 

      Ringo was silent for a while, pondering a question he had not considered before in such a context. “Yes,” he mused. “Yes, I think there just might be.”
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      The cabin sat high up on the foothills and looked out onto Humphreys Peak, the highest natural point in Arizona. Before today, Ethan Bradford, known by his former teammates as Virgil, had never been to Flagstaff. Now that he was here, he was beginning to think that Cicero might be onto something. The high altitude and low humidity meant that the early evening air was cool and dry, and being this far out of town made one feel the good kind of isolation that came with being all alone in nature. 

      Virgil turned off the winding mountain road and onto a gravel drive that led up to Cicero’s cabin. He had spent the last week trying to fill in knowledge gaps left wide open when Ryan Wilcox was killed. Ryan had been the one and only connection he had into the unsettling revelations developing around TEAM 99’s past. Pascal—Ellie—had known nothing of these recent developments. Perhaps Cicero would. Maybe Ryan Wilcox had reached out to him as well before he was murdered. If he hadn't, then Cicero and Virgil could work together to find answers. Cicero was brilliant with a keyboard and, given the right equipment and enough time, could research and uncover anything. Virgil recalled that Mortimer used to refer to Cicero as a digital archaeologist.  

      Virgil parked his rental car next to a dark blue Pontiac Bonneville that had a sign on its roof reading “Albert's Pizzeria.”

      Virgil stepped into the crisp mountain air and walked up three porch steps before arriving at the cabin door. He knocked, and while he waited he turned to look at the view. Panama was great, but this...this was in a different class altogether. Getting no answer, he knocked again, but this time the door gave and creaked on its hinges as it moved back a few inches. His brows drew together. He pushed the door open and cautiously peered inside. No one, no sound. Instinctually, he brought out his 9mm from the back seam of his cargo shorts. He pulled the slide back, and the crisp sound of metal on metal followed as a round entered the chamber. He trained the gun out in front of him and went in.

      A framed poster of Jack Bauer—gun raised, face set as hard as a flint, Eiffel tower in the background—hung adjacent to the door. Had Virgil’s spidey sense not been tingling at this moment, he would have allowed himself a laugh. He went down a short hallway, and when he turned the corner he saw his old teammate lying on his side in a pool of blood. Virgil made small steps toward him, scanning up and across the cabin. Ten feet behind Cicero the back door was open, and long streaks of blood led out over the threshold as if someone had dragged themselves across it. His eyes followed the streaks until they came to rest on a body lying at the tree line ten yards off the back porch. Cicero had fallen where he had been injured. A clean pool of dark blood had gathered around his head and neck. A pepperoni pizza lay behind him, folded haphazardly like a taco, its box upside down on the other side of the room.

      Virgil put a knee on the floorboards, but his eyes kept scanning the house and the open back door. “Are you alone?”

      Cicero tried to speak, but the only thing that came out was a slow trickle of blood from the corner of his mouth. 

       Virgil stood back up and spent the next minute clearing the cabin. Finding no one else, he rushed back to his old teammate and alternated his gaze between Cicero and the body outside. Assessing Cicero’s wounds was simple enough. His throat had been cut. That was all. He lay still with his eyes fixed on the ceiling. 

      “Can you talk at all?” In response, Cicero, moving slowly, turned his head. It rolled only a few inches, and his eyes went the rest of the way. Virgil followed his gaze underneath a hutch. Something flat and shiny lay there. Virgil scrambled over and snatched it up. It was a phone. He came back to his old friend. “Hang in there, buddy. Hang in there. Is this yours?”

      Cicero slowly moved his eyes left and then back to the right. He gagged and tried to cough. Virgil surveyed the gash in his throat. He had to get his head up so the blood could drain. 

      But suddenly, Cicero’s breathing became shallow, halting. He swallowed weakly and tried to speak with great effort. “V...V…” His left hand dragged along the floor and stopped. “Vir….Vir…….” and then his eyes closed, and he was gone.

      Virgil called out to him, laid a hand on his head and called his name again. Nothing. He fought back tears and the urge to scream as a canvas of raw anger unfurled across his chest. He closed his eyes for a brief moment, and when he opened them they were full of revenge. 

      He stood up. The phone required a thumbprint to unlock. Cicero had indicated it wasn’t his. His weapon in one hand and the phone in the other, he cautiously made his way out the back door. He got down behind a thick porch post and listened while searching the forest and the scattered boulders on the hillside above. He heard nothing, saw nothing. Other than the high pitched screech of a mountain chickadee farther in the trees, all was quiet. He quickly took the three steps off the back porch and followed the trail of streaked blood to the body at the tree line. 

      It was a woman. She was lying on her back, her dead eyes staring blankly into a muted sky, orange with dusk. She wore a red “Albert's Pizzeria” polo on which a large button was pinned: “Your Door in 33 or it’s Free.” She had three gashes in her abdomen from where Cicero had retaliated. 

      In a flash of coherence, Virgil saw what had happened. The pizza delivery lady/assassin had gotten the drop on Cicero, had sliced him before he could react but then underestimated his will to square up even after he was mortally wounded.  

      Virgil brought out the phone and, grabbing the lady’s hand, pressed her thumb onto the lower section of the glass. Nothing. He grabbed the other thumb and tried that one. It worked, and her limp hand thumped onto her leg when he let it go. He held the phone in front of him and scanned the contents. His eyes stretched into wide, dumbfounded disbelief. He scrolled down, and his heart thumped in his chest as a nightmarish dread enveloped him. 

      Then, with no warning at all, coming from somewhere deep in the woods, a bullet screamed into his shoulder, hurling him onto his back. The phone scattered across a carpet of pine needles, and Virgil writhed on the ground, the pain in his shoulder like a hot poker fresh off the fire. 

      He winced through the agony and grunted as he forced himself to stand back up. He ran for the tree line and weaved around trunks, cradling his elbow in a hand to keep his shoulder from jostling. He had been foolish. Of course they would send two people; one to fulfill the primary engagement, one for backup should something go wrong. The backup would have seen Virgil’s car coming up the road and waited for his moment. Seeing Cicero like that had messed Virgil up, clouded his thinking. 

      A muffled snap sounded through the woods. Virgil didn’t feel the bullet, only its effects. His left knee exploded, and he tumbled forward, his forehead just missing a large rock as he came down. He bellowed out a muffled, frustrated scream through clenched teeth. It felt like someone had detonated a bomb behind where his knee cap had just been. His breathing was now coming in ragged gasps. He glanced down. The top half of his shirt was soaked in his blood, and his left leg was slick and shiny with red. His head started swimming, and he focused on controlling his breathing. Shock was setting in, and when it rose into its fullness, he would lose his will to press on. He swiveled onto his stomach and brought himself up on his right elbow just as another bullet slammed into the boulder on his right, missing his skull by an inch. 

      He had to keep moving.

      He’d been wrong, what he told Ellie. He told her they were being framed. But that wasn’t right. The remaining members of TEAM 99 were not being set up. 

      They were being exterminated.  

      What he had just seen on that phone called for the systematic elimination of the remaining members of TEAM 99. Cicero had been first on the list. Virgil, the fourth. 

      He scrambled forward, shredding his elbow on skree and pine cones for twenty yards before he stopped abruptly. The forest before him descended into a sharp decline, filled with boulders and trees and scrub. He swiveled his gaze. Whoever was behind him would keep advancing. His phone was in the car. 

      He had to alert the others, warn them before it was too late, before they ended up like Ryan and Cicero. But right now his only thought was to warn the next one in line, the one the exterminators would come for next. 

      Pascal. Ellie’s face was pulsing through his mind like an ambulance siren. 

      He had to tell her. 

      And so, with his sight beginning to blur and his chest heaving in great ragged breaths, Virgil pushed off and tumbled down the ragged slope just as another bullet ripped into his shoulder and exited through his collarbone. 
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      Author’s Note 

      

      Pine Island and Matlacha [Mat-lah-shay] are truly a paradise of their own. But, as with any good fiction, I have taken certain liberties with the local culture and location, while doing my utmost to stay true to it. In Bitter Tide, I took the most license with Mango Mania, which occurs in July rather than late August, and is hosted in Cape Coral, not the southern tip of Pine Island. 

      

      
        
        Prophets of Personal Power 

      

      

      Before getting you to Vacant Shore (where all the current story arcs find their resolution) the following is a little intermission of sorts—a short story—that gives some background on Jared “Chewy” Robinson, who features more strongly in Vacant Shore. The story is set when he was a young boy and offers up a little insight into how he came to listen so faithfully to his “Prophets of Personal Power.” 
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        1988

      

      

      The September Tallahassee evening was warm, some might even say hot, but eleven-year-old Jared Robinson was cold and wore a wool jacket he’d taken from the lost and found at McKee Elementary School. The doctors didn’t know why he was cold all the time; had never seen anything like it. They’d run every test on him—poked, scanned, injected, x-rayed—until he felt more like a freaky science experiment than a regular kid who just wanted to be at home playing his Sega Genesis. He was cold. Always cold. And it seemed he always would be. So he wore the coat. 

      He wore the wool coat and a pair of wool socks and stepped out of the kitchen with a cup of steaming hot chamomile tea. He walked across the living room carpet and set the cup down on the bruised coffee table. 

      “Here’s your tea, Granny.” 

      The frail old lady tried sitting up but couldn’t manage on her own. She lay on the worn, floral-print couch with a pillow behind her head and an afghan covering her thin body. The boy stepped around her and put his hand under her neck. He held her hand and lifted. Her feet slowly swung onto the floor and she sat upright. “Better let it cool down,” he said. 

      She laid her head on the back of the sofa and closed her eyes. “Jared.” Her voice was frail, but her serious tone spoke loudly. 

      “Yeah, Granny?”

      She struggled to breathe, struggled to talk. “We need...to have a little chat.”

      “Okay.” A nervous snake crawled under the lining of his stomach. 

      “Hon, I don’t think...I’m gonna be making it much...longer.”

      He knew what she meant, but he didn’t want to think about it. His parents had died in the plane crash two years ago, and he didn’t want to think about the last person he loved on this earth leaving him too. He always knew his granny would die one day. In fact, he thought about it a lot. He didn’t want to be left here alone and certainly not now. He’d be like a Sega with no controller. 

      But he asked anyway. “What do you mean?”

      “I...the doctors...they say the cancer...it’s just time.” Her face sagged against her cheekbones, and her eyes were tired and gray. She raised a bony finger. Any fatness that resided in it left a year ago, soon after chemo started. “I’ve got something...I want you to have,” she said. “It’s up in the attic.” She turned the finger toward the hallway. “You’ll need to get a stool to reach the cord so you can pull the ladder down.”

      Jared had never been in the attic. It’s not that it had never crossed his mind to go up there. It had crossed his mind. But so had goblins and bats and leprechauns. He was pretty sure trolls lived under old bridges in the woods and ate hobbits, but that didn’t mean one couldn’t have found its way into his grandmother’s suburban attic. 

      “Why don’t we wait until Ike comes over?” he suggested. Ike was his middle-aged uncle who cared more for a fifth of whiskey than anything else under the sun. Jared hated him; his smell, his frumpy face, his lifeless eyes, and the way his belly protruded from underneath his wifebeater. He always smelled like rancid alcohol and sour sweat. Always. 

      His granny shook her head. “I want to...make sure it ends up with you. If Ike gets around to knowing it even...exists he’ll...he’ll pawn...it.” 

      Jared’s eyes were flat. He didn’t want to go up in the attic. Not unless it was to retrieve some kind of medicine gun that he could shoot at his granny and make her better. Or a real gun that he could shoot Ike with. He let out a reluctant but courageous breath. “Okay, Granny. What am I looking for?”

      Two minutes later he was standing on the kitchen step stool looking at the end of a thin cord that hung off the wooden hide-away ladder stuck in the hallway ceiling. He reached up and wrapped his fingers around it, wishing he were in detention. Jared pulled down, but it didn’t budge. He put his left hand on top of his right and put his weight into it. The door gave, swung down, and Jared jumped off the stool. He pulled down the first half of the door and it squeaked against its springs on its way down. 

      Screaming at me not to go up there, he thought. He let go of the rope and walked to the front of the ladder, then reached out, grabbed the second half, and brought it out until its feet rested on the brown shag carpet. 

      He peered into the abysmal darkness and knew at once he would perish before his granny did. If not from sheer fright then certainly from the strangulating hands of a greedy gremlin. He swallowed hard. “Granny!” he shouted. “Is there a light somewhere? Granny?”

      He walked back into the living room and stopped. She was asleep. He couldn’t wake her. Maybe he could wait. No, that wouldn't do either. It would be dark in a couple hours, and he had school tomorrow. He had to get this for her. He couldn’t bear her knowing he was scared. He was supposed to be her protector. At least, that’s what his father had taught him about his mother whenever he went out of town on a road trip, and of course that would have transferred to his father’s mother. How safe would she feel if he couldn’t even get something out of the attic for her?

      He went back down the hallway, walked into the kitchen, and opened the drawer effectively known as ‘the junk drawer’, so dubbed because it was the collection box for everything that did not have an immediate place: rogue pencils, scotch tape, stamps, bobby pins, batteries...

      A flashlight.

      He grabbed it, mashed the button on the side, and glorious lumens spilled from the clear lens. Satisfied, he nodded as if he’d just won a small victory in an unnamed war and walked back to the hallway. 

      Jared placed his sneakered foot on the bottom rung and looked up again into the darkness. He shuddered, bit down hard on his lower lip, and began the climb to his death. The ladder creaked underneath his weight with every step. He stopped halfway up—at the point where the crown of his head was piercing the plane of the attic. His heart was thumping hard behind his ribs; his face was flushed. Jared looked down and fished the flashlight from his pocket, turned it on, and pointed it into what looked like a coal mine. 

      He held his breath, took two more brave steps, then probed the darkness with the light. Downstairs, in the brightness of the fluorescent kitchen lights, the flashlight seemed brighter. Now, he stood on the top of the ladder feeling betrayed by a friend—as if that friend had asked him to walk through the cemetery on the eve of Halloween and left him alone. The light made nothing visible beyond four feet, and even that last foot was nearly too hazy to make anything clear. 

      Jared took one more step and sat on the ridge of the pull door. Then he brought up his feet and slid onto a plank board lying over the rafters. The musty smell of old dust and dry wood and insulation flew up his nostrils reminding him that he wasn’t in Kansas anymore, Dorothy. 

      He swung his head around to watch his back. The darkness was quiet. Too quiet. Attics were supposed to creak. They were supposed to give themselves away and at least let you know that they had malintent toward you. Jared looked back in front of him and scooted along the board. He lifted the light and saw what could be a stack of brown and white boxes stacked a few feet beyond. Either that or a vampire’s burrow. His hands trembled. His throat was dry. His eyes dilated. A fear ran into his marrow so strong that he didn’t think it was possible to possess it and still be alive. It was a visceral fear, the kind that ripped through your organs and made you think odd and interesting things. Made you think thoughts you never would with your feet on the carpet of a well-lit hallway. Thoughts that made you truly, honestly, with every bit of who you were, wish you were dead, just so long as you weren’t here. That made you believe that even death itself would be better than this place. Perhaps death held its own goblins and leprechauns. But they weren’t these goblins and leprechauns. They weren’t the evil ones residing in his granny’s attic. 

      The attic formed a peak and opened up higher toward the lair. Jared stood up and found his footing on a sheet of plywood. The meager light from his flashlight found a switch attached to a pine stud near the floor. His small heart leaped, and his hand reached out and flicked it up. 

      Nothing.

      He shuffled closer and flicked it on and off. Still nothing. He looked up. A naked light bulb hung above him, taunting him. The flashlight would have to do. 

      Jared set his face like a flint and slowly made his way back to the witch's lair. A dark blanket or sheet was draped over half the boxes. 

      tick, tick, tick, tick…

      He froze. Did you hear that? There was no one else around, but in times like this you thought to yourself as though there were two of you and together you could beat off whatever was about to reach for your arteries. 

      There it was again.

      tick, tick, tick, tick…

      It was coming from behind the boxes. Or under the sheet. 

      tick, tick, tick, tick…

      Jared’s breathing caught, the back of his throat sagged, and a sour taste formed in his mouth. He was going to throw up, maybe lose the contents of his bladder. Terror: the sensation that causes you to bid adieu to every form of liquid in your body through every hole in your body. 

      They were up here, only feet from him, and they were going to unstitch his guts. 

      Jared slowly backed away, his hand trembling, his mouth dry. He took a step, then another, and another. And then, the most curious thing happened to him. All of the sudden it was as if he were back in the living room. He knew he wasn’t because his feet weren’t touching the floor. It was as if he were suspended in the air, not floating, but not planted either. He saw his granny lying on the couch. She opened her eyes and asked him if he had gotten the box. ‘Bring it here,’ she said. ‘It’s important that I give it to you now.’ Her eyes were full of expectation, maybe even excitement. ‘Bring it here,’ she said again, and then Jared's feet moved further away from the carpet and his body moved toward the ceiling.

      Then he was here again, trying to figure out if he had ever left. Jared looked toward the pile of boxes again, and a fresh resolve ran through him. He was either leaving this attic with his life or he wasn’t. If he was, it was going to be with that box.

       TICK-TICK-TICK. His blood iced over again, but instead of freezing where he was Jared boldly took a step forward. And then another. He trained the meager light ahead and squinted, bringing his face close so he could read the words written on the side. He could hear his heart pounding on his eardrums, fully expecting a claw or a withered hand to come over the top and grab him. He tried taking a deep breath to steady himself. “Ike’s Childhood toys” one box read. “Quilting” another, “Southern Living” another. 

      A surge of confidence flashed through him when he saw it: “SUNDRIES.” Oh, the beautiful, matchless grace of the sundries box! A conductor in a silk top hat had just come by and punched his ticket. “Good day to you, young man. I hope you enjoyed the ride. Be safe getting off now!” Jared was getting out of here. 

      The box was near the top of the stack, with only one other on top. It was half the size of a couch cushion and twice as high. Jared reached to grab the box and then realized, to his horror, that the light virtually disappeared when he would grab the corner of the box. Then he had an idea that for the rest of his childhood he swore saved his life. He put the tail end of the flashlight in his mouth. Now he could swivel any which way and keep the small mercy of the light while keeping his hands free. With both hands he reached again for the box and pulled it out of the stack, pressing his forehead against the top one to keep it away. He stepped back, and the box he had no interest in went crashing backwards and tumbled behind the stack into the darkness. 

      tick, tick, tick, tick…squeeeee. tick, tick, tick, tick…squeeeee. It was rhythmic now. 

      Jared turned and ran. He ran in an attic. He ran in an attic with rafters set overhead. He wasn’t the smartest boy in his class, but he had enough sense to know that if you turned your back on a creature of hell it could get its claws and teeth into your spinal cord faster than you could run. It was a foolish choice. He should have backed away slowly and kept the puny light trained ahead. But instead, he ran. He ran in an attic.

      He got not three steps when his forehead plowed into the side of a rafter. He lurched backwards and crashed onto a flat plank. The flashlight fell from his hands. Panicked and only half aware Jared stood up on unsteady feet. He ducked, staggered forward. He didn’t see the head of the nail sticking out of the board in front of him. It snagged into the toe of his shoe and got him off balance. He couldn’t get his other foot in front of him before his hands and head dipped through the attic opening that led back to the safety of earth. 

      The box hit the top of the ladder first. Then his face crunched into the box. Gravity pulled him down two rungs before his feet left the attic and tumbled over him. The sundries scattered down the hall hitting the furnace door at the end of the carpet like they too were fleeing from the horrors above. Jared crumpled into a heap onto the bottom step and the carpet. Fire shot through his elbow, and a dull ache pounded on his forehead. He lay there with his eyes closed, ignoring the pain, forgetting the fall. He was smiling. 

      He had made it out alive. 

      “Jared?” His granny’s frail voice drifted down the hall. 

      Wincing, he gathered himself, slowly stood up. “I’m okay, Granny,” he yelled out, then looked down at his arms and legs to check for damage. His elbow throbbed something fierce, and he stepped over the scattered pieces of his grandmother’s past into the kitchen. He opened the freezer, grabbed a bag of peas, and stuck them to his skin. He winced again and walked back to the hallway. With one arm Jared folded the bottom legs of the ladder back and pushed the whole unit toward the darkness. It slapped the frame and all was quiet. Hell had been sealed. 

      He picked up the box, now lying on its side, and set it on its bottom. By the looks of it half the contents of the box were still intact. Surveying the carpet he found plastic cases of cassette tapes strewn about. Jared spent the next thirty seconds gathering the tapes and putting them back in the box. He squatted down, grabbed one, and searched the label for the name of the musician. Teddy Fairbanks: Live in Atlanta. He’d never heard of Mr. Fairbanks before. He dropped it back in and picked up another. Howard Hoffstetter: All Is Yours to be Had. Never heard of Hoffstetter either. He turned it over. The man had shaggy brown hair and was wearing a suit with a bright orange tie. Jared tossed Hoffstetter back in his cardboard home and picked up the box. A hot pain cut through his elbow. He exerted a muffled shout and shot his knee under the box to keep it from falling. After composing himself and letting his good arm take most of the weight he sauntered back into the living room looking like a hunchback. He quietly heaved the box onto the coffee table and then leaned back into the La-Z-Boy, his chest heaving and grabbing great gulps of air. He hadn’t seen anything up there in the dark. But he could feel it. Whatever was there he had conquered it. He had won. This must be how the kids in the horror movies felt after they took down the ghoul. Jared hadn’t pierced anything in the heart, hadn’t set anyone on fire, hadn’t discharged a silver bullet, but he had, somehow, beaten it. 

      His granny stirred, groaned, then opened her eyes. She looked toward the coffee table, and Jared thought she looked confused, like she didn’t know where she was. “Granny?” he said. 

      “Hmmm,” she moaned softly.

      “I got the stuff you wanted. From the attic,” he added. A proud soldier indeed. 

      “Good,” she said slowly. “Did you see a little...bag? Red velvet...not any bigger than your hand.” 

      He didn’t remember seeing something like that. But he hadn’t actually gone through the box yet either. He jumped out of the chair, kneeled down, and started fishing around the contents of the box. His fingers navigated the plastic cases and the loose cassettes and something else that felt like wood. Then he felt along the bottom of the box until his fingertips felt something soft. He pinched it and pulled it out. He held it up. “This it, Granny?” 

      She opened her eyes again, and they revealed the slightest sliver of joy. “Yes,” she said slowly. “Open it...it’s...yours.” 

      Jared fumbled with the tiny cord that drew the fabric together. Using his teeth he unraveled the knot then loosened it with his fingers. Using his right hand he turned it upside down into his left. A piece of metal dropped out. He released the little sack it had escaped from and looked it over. It was a large coin. He didn’t know anything about coins. Not unless it was a dime. That would buy him a canned soft drink. Or a quarter. That would buy him a couple baseball cards down at Rylie's Comics. “What is it, Granny?”

      She focused on getting air through her lungs before she answered. “That...is a 1900 Morgan silver dollar. My...my...father gave that to me when I was a...little girl. We went through the Depression...you know. He wouldn’t let me sell it.” Her breathing wheezed and slowed. “Keep it for yourself.”

      Jared had only seen pennies and dimes and nickels and quarters. This coin was half the size of his hand and was heavy for its size. The edge looked burnt, like someone had taken a torch to it. He rubbed his thumb over an image of a lady wearing a headdress. Flipping it over, he thought the eagle looked a lot like the one on a quarter. 

      “Do...you like..it?”

      His smile was genuine. “Yeah, Granny. This is terrific.” 

      Jared turned it over and over in his hand. It really was terrific. He didn’t have anything near like this. Not this old. His father’s softball glove hung on his bedpost, and his mother’s favorite mug—the white one that said ‘Life is Good’—sat on the top of his dresser against the mirror. This coin was his. He picked up the velvet pouch and slid it back in. After tying it shut, he slid it into his pocket. Once he got back to his room he would put it under the mattress. 

      “Hey, Granny? What are all these cassettes and stuff?”

      She slowly moved her eyes up to focus in her grandson’s direction. She managed a smile. “Those were your father’s. He had a lot of them. He was...always trying to better...to better himself. They probably don’t...even work now. Heat from the...attic.” 

       There had to be fifteen or twenty of them. He got up and walked over to the wall hutch, opened the center drawer, and pulled out his Sony Walkman. He unraveled the headphones and went back to the box. After two minutes of searching he decided that ol’ Hoffstetter would do. 

      His granny’s voice made his muscles jerk. Apparently his nerves had some recovering to do. “Jared. Come here...a minute.”  He moved around the table and kneeled before her. Her face was pale, and the muscles so relaxed that they made her facial bones protrude like they were being pushed up from within. “You need to...to know something.” He stared at her, searching her tired eyes. “It wasn’t...right that you...lost your parents. My oldest son…he was a good man.”

      “Yeah, Granny,” he said. He didn’t like thinking about it. 

      “When I pass...you can’t stay here alone.”

      He didn’t like thinking about that either. 

      “You’ll have to...to go with Ike, you know. When I’m gone.”

      Jared’s blood shifted cold, his eyes went wide, his breathing faster. “What? Ike? Why? Can’t I go with someone else?”

      “Who, honey?”

      Who? Mrs. Watkins worked second shift at the corner store. She was always nice to him. Ms. Ida sometimes gave him an extra serving of mashed potatoes in the cafeteria line at school. The postman for crying out loud. He shrugged.

      “We got no one else,” she said. “It’ll be...all right. You’re a tough boy, you know. I’ve done my best by you. Now it’s time I...go on.” She closed her eyes and left the room in silence. Jared was startled when she spoke again, keeping her eyes closed. “Ike, he’s...had it rough.”

      Then why didn’t my dad turn out like him? They had the same past. It’s what he wanted to say but didn’t. 

      “Deep down, he...wants to do good. There is a...gentle heart deep in there...somewhere.”

      That’s pretty stinking deep. Like bottomless pit deep. 

      “Did you eat dinner?” she asked.

      “Yes, Granny.”

      She patted the top of his hand. “I’m going...to sleep now. Don’t forget to brush...your teeth.”

      “I won’t.” Then Jared did something he had never done. He stayed where he was and watched his grandmother sleep. He watched her chest slowly rise and fall, rise and fall. She had just told him she was leaving him soon. He might be just eleven, but he understood that. He blinked hard. She had done right by him. Ike was gonna get a fistful of knuckle if he tried pulling anything with Jared. He gently slid the afghan up so it rested just beneath her chin. He stood back up. He slid the headphones over his ears and mashed the play button. Nothing. He tried again. Nothing. Shaking his head he ran back into the kitchen, back to the junk drawer, and grabbed two mismatched AA batteries then made a mental note to turn the flashlight into rubble with the heel of his foot later on. He went back to the living room and settled back into the threadbare La-Z-Boy. He reached over and threw the wooden handle back, and the chair popped his head back and his legs up. Then he dumped out the dead batteries, fed the new ones in, and after snapping the back cover on hit the play button. The Walkman squealed to life, and the film clicked and crackled through it. Hoffstetter’s voice was deep. Like an “I’m in command” deep, Jared thought. Like an “I know what I’m talking about” kind of deep. He closed his eyes and listened to the man who knew what he was talking about go on about the flood waters of life and how they try to drown you. About how life is sometimes unfair but you have to rise above the waters. Hoffstetter had a perfect cadence that was almost enchanting, and for the next ten minutes Jared Robinson was lost in a world of positive assertions and the furious energy that was Hoffstetter’s. His father had liked these, his granny said. And no wonder. This was euphoric, energizing. 

      He looked back at his granny, his head bobbing in beat with the rhythmic voice of the speaker. She was calm, peaceful. He had not yet heard of the word “serene,” but if he had he would have thought that word too. The young boy was too focused on the hypnotizing energy of the speaker to notice that his granny, two minutes earlier, had taken her last breath. 

      Hoffstetter’s voice pulsed through the headphones. “You can do thissss!! Whatever life throws at you, you can do this! Say it with me now! ‘I can do this.’”

      “I can do this,” Jared said. 

      “Every day and every way I’m getting better and better!”

      “Every day and every way I’m getting better and better!” Jared could feel his spirit rising. 

      “Every day I will be more! Come on, say it with me!”

      “Every day I will be more!” He was yelling now, sitting up a little straighter. He could feel himself rising into the air around him, like he was coming out of his body. 

      “Whoever you are, all of you here today and listening on tape. You...can...do...this!” The music faded in, then faded out, and ten seconds later the tape clicked off in the player. 

      Jared sat in the La-Z-Boy staring at his kneecaps, his heart beating wildly against a whole new way of looking at life. The clouds had pulled back. The sun had dawned. 

      “I can do this,” he whispered. 

      “I can do this.” In his mind he could see Ike walking through the kitchen door, moving in, never leaving. 

      “I can do this.” He could see Ike standing over him, a belt raised high. “I can do this.”

      I can do this. 
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        I saw the long line of the vacant shore,

        The seaweed and the shells upon the sand,

        And the brown rocks left bare on every hand,

        As if the ebbing tide would flow no more.

      

        

      
        Henry Wadsworth Longfellow

      

      

      

      He had already thrown up twice. Once at the dock and once here, in the boat. 

      The rum hadn’t helped. It was supposed to take the edge off—dull the senses—and, he had thought, make it so that taking your own life wasn’t so hard to do. 

      The bucket was full of concrete, and he shuffled it along the deck toward the transom. His heart was knocking hard behind his sternum. Maybe he would just have a heart attack and wouldn’t have to go through with this. 

      Kyle Armstrong grabbed the bucket handle and checked the straight link chain attached to it. It ran around his waist and knotted at the front. Everything was secure. 

      His mouth was dry now and his thighs were shaking. His hands were cold. He looked out over the water. From here he could just see Bokeelia, the north end of Pine Island, and he was reminded of when he had asked Carlene to marry him nine years ago. They had eaten at Suzie's Crab Shack, walked out across Bokeelia Fishing Pier, and, as the fiery orange sun faded below Cayo Costa, he got down on a knee and asked her to be his forever. She had stepped back, said yes through surprised fingers, and as he stood up she reached in to hug him, overstepped, and they both joined the fish. They’d come up laughing and had never really stopped. 

      That is, until a couple of months ago, when Ringo decided to use Wild Palm as a distribution hub for his cocaine.

      Kyle sighed. Then he closed his eyes and said a quick and silent prayer. 

      There was no coming back from this. He knew that. Once he went over the side, he couldn’t put it in reverse. Images of his children—Sophia, five; Chase, three—ghosted across his vision. Maybe it was his biology’s final effort to save itself, leveraging the psychological to turn things around, to get him to stop this nonsense. With a quick shake of his head, Kyle blinked his children away and heaved the bucket over the transom. 

      The water displaced around him as he fell through the surface. He let go of the bucket, and the extra eighty pounds of concrete swiftly pulled him eighteen feet to the bottom. The pressure gathered around his head like a vice, and he thought that before he could die of drowning the water would rush in past his eardrums and explode his brain from the inside. 

      He had made a mistake.

      Panic clutched at his chest and he struggled against the chain. He pulled, yanked, and tore at it. The lock held. The key to the small lock was at the surface, on the boat. Furious bubbles escaped through his nose and wobbled toward the surface, as if they wanted no part of what he was doing. He worked the bucket handle, trying to break it free from the plastic, trying to undo his decision. But he couldn’t. The bucket handles weren't made to slide out. 

      His lungs burned as he ran out of oxygen, and tiny stars shot across his vision like runaway comets. Kyle closed his eyes, tried to calm himself, and gave himself over to the inevitable. 

      He hoped that Carlene would find love again. 
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      The wide arc of the horizon held a muted orange that would soon give way to a desert darkness, turning the sky into a spyglass that looked out into a universe dazzled with a billion fires of distant starlight. Joe Ferguson went back into the cabin and watched the coffee drip into the pot, waiting for it to finish. It was decaf. At his age, caffeine consumed after lunch meant spending half the night staring at the ceiling or reading a book by lamplight, waiting for a drowsiness uneager to come.  

      Joe would head back home to Scottsdale in the morning. He had spent the last two days tracking antelope accompanied by his compound bow. It was the tail end of August—the beginning of mating season—which meant that rutting bucks were territorial, busy trying to gather a harem of does; a temporary endeavor that made them lose much of the natural wariness that protected them the rest of the year.

      Several hours ago he had decided not to tag out. In a rare moment of self-honesty he had admitted to himself that he was tired. His doctor had warned him that it was still too soon after his surgery to be tracking and bringing back a heavy animal. “Go out to the cabin,” his doctor had said. “Rest up. Watch a few sunrises; enjoy a few sunsets.” It had not yet been five weeks since his double bypass, but Joe, because he was stubborn and did things his own way, went hunting anyway. 

      The buck had been on a natural ledge cut into the center of a high hill. Getting there on foot had been a challenge in itself. He’d finally made it up, and it was then, when he was behind the cover of a conifer and finally had the buck twenty-five yards away and an arrow in the string, that he realized just how tired he really did feel. It was a visceral kind of tired, the kind that tells you that a circuit might be out somewhere or that you were on the verge of falling out four miles from the nearest road. So the buck lived to enjoy his newly-formed harem, and Joe slowly, cautiously returned to the cabin. Had he decided to bring the buck down, his labors would have only just begun. From there he would have had to get back to the cabin five miles east, take out the Mule and drive it back, get the carcass to the bottom of the hill, load it up and bring it back. Not to mention having to string it up and clean it.  

      No, he had made the right decision. It wasn’t all about the kill anyway. It was the preparation, the pursuit, evading detection, and rare glimpses into an animal’s natural habitat, and knowing that, even though you didn’t take the buck, you did get the drop on him.  

      He would go home and rest up, try again in a couple of weeks. His oldest son, Brian, had offered to come with him the next time. Joe needed to get back home anyway. As it was, his granddaughter’s sweet sixteen was tomorrow night, and he wasn’t going to miss that for all the antelope horns in Coconino County. 

      The coffee was done. Joe grabbed a mug —“World’s #1 Grandpa”— and poured the coffee. He walked to the window and looked out over a valley that was spread out like creation’s blanket, untouched as yet by human progress. It used to be that he would get out here at least once a month, if not for hunting of some kind, then just to relax and get out of the suburbs. Cities were getting busier, life more frenetic, technology ubiquitous, and it all had a way, in his opinion, of scattering and overwhelming the mind. This cabin represented a quiet solace that put all that behind him, even if it was for only a few stolen days. 

      Here he could breathe in the fresh air encircling Humphreys Peak, walk for miles without seeing anyone, read in quiet, uninterrupted solitude, or gaze thoughtfully at the valley below. And the latter was exactly what he was doing and why he was nearly startled into another heart attack when something crashed hard into the back wall of the cabin directly behind him. When he jerked, hot coffee sloshed onto his shirt and the floor. “What the hell?” Joe set the mug down and grabbed his .30-06 from the corner. He went out the front door. He stepped off the porch and walked past his truck parked on the side of the cabin, then cautiously peered around the corner, expecting to see a mountain lion or a black bear that had lost its footing coming off the steep incline. 

      But it wasn’t an animal. It was a man. What was left of him anyway. His T-shirt was soaked with blood, as was one of his legs. That hill reached upward at a fifty degree grade and anything tumbling down from the top would have a merciless trip to the bottom. 

      Joe brought the rifle down and stepped toward the man—cautiously at first, then less so when he saw the condition he was in—and leaned over him. “Son. You all right?” He squatted and then realized the man hadn’t simply been torn up by branches and rocks. He had been shot. His left shoulder and neck were bleeding profusely. One of his knees had taken a round too. Joe looked up the hill, into the scattering of trees and brushes, and surveyed the hillside. He saw nothing, heard nothing. 

      The man at his feet groaned. His eyes slowly opened, and as they came to focus on Joe’s face they widened with awareness. He tried to sit up. 

      “Whoa there, now,” Joe said. “Just hold on a minute.”

      The man didn’t listen. He grunted and sat up, closed his eyes, took two long breaths, opened his eyes, and struggled to come to his feet.

      “Hey now. Just hold on,” Joe repeated more urgently. 

      The man murmured something he couldn't hear. He wasn’t sure if it was because he was getting hard of hearing or if the man was just speaking that quietly. Maybe both. “What’s that?” He leaned closer.

      “...out of here,” the man said, and then reached out with his right arm and grabbed the side of the cabin. Putting all his weight on his good leg, he stood up, groaning as he moved, leaving his hand on the cabin wall for balance. It looked as if he’d been butchering animals all day. Except it seemed to Joe that he had been the one getting butchered. He asked, “What’s happening, son?”

      “We...have to get out of here. I’m being...hunted.”

      Joe tensed. “Hunted? I hear that right?”

      “We...need to go. Now.” The man winced. “I...can’t walk. My...knee.” 

      A rock the size of a fist tumbled off the hill and slammed into the cabin with a thud. Joe squinted up the hill as the pieces came together. “Up there? Someone is after you from up there?”

      A nod.

      “Oh, hell. Come on then. Let’s get you to the truck.”

      “Hur...hurry.”

      The wounded man’s left shoulder was still oozing fresh blood. Joe came around on his right and slipped beneath him, grabbed his arm and brought the man’s weight into him. Joe helped him around the cabin to where an old single-cab Chevy was parked. After opening the door, he helped the man in. He glanced apprehensively up the hill. “I’ll be right back. I have to get the keys.” 

      While he waited Virgil slowly and painfully grabbed the seatbelt with his right hand and brought it around his body, clicked it in. 

      The truck was parked facing the hillside, the foot of which lay less than twenty feet off the truck’s front bumper. His adrenaline was pumping overtime. He knew it was the only reason he was still conscious, the only reason the blurriness and the weariness remained at bay. A couple more rocks and pinecones tumbled down the hill. If this old man didn’t move quickly they would both be dead in under a minute. He’d lost his gun on the way down. Stupid. He had been trained better than that, wounded or not.  

      The driver’s side door opened, the older man got in, and the door shut with a hollow thud. He put the keys in the ignition, took his hand away, and looked over at Virgil, eyeing him suspiciously. “Son, who are you?” He motioned past the windshield to the hill. “Who’s after you?”

      Virgil couldn’t explain. Not right now. He was going into shock, and it was taking every bit of focus to stay awake and not slip into the ether. It was a struggle in endurance just to breathe, and he was beginning to feel cold. All he could think to say was, “I’m not the bad guy. Please. We have to go. Now. I don’t...want you to get hurt.”

      Joe sighed, shook his head, and turned the engine over with a quick flick of his wrist. He backed up quickly, then shot down the dirt road, leaving a high rooster tail of dust behind them. The road was on a gradual slant downward and wouldn’t enter a slight curve for another hundred yards. Joe accelerated and motioned toward the glove box. “There’s a .45 there,” he said. “Grab it. Now who’s behind us?” 

      “Weave,” Virgil strained out.

      “What’s that?”

      “Weave...the truck. He’ll shoo—”

      A bullet ripped through the back window and tore through Joe Ferguson’s gray matter before cutting a hole through the windshield and spidering the glass. His limp body lurched into the steering wheel and the truck swung left. Virgil tried to reach his hand out and grab the wheel, but his left shoulder had been ripped apart by two bullets, keeping him from lifting his arm. Before he could swivel and try with his right hand, Joe’s body slid toward the driver’s door and the steering went with him. The front tires caught on the road as they turned sharply, and the old Chevy left the road and entered a hard spin.

      Virgil braced himself with his right arm and tumbled down the road until the back edge of the truck grabbed the trunk of a pine tree, spun hard to the side, and finally came to rest back in the middle of the road. All was silent save for the ticking of the truck’s engine and a solitary groan as twisted metal rested further into twisted metal. 

      The truck was upside down, the roof crumpled in like a beat up soda can, the windows shattered out. Virgil’s face was littered with tiny cuts and his entire body was on fire. He knew he didn’t have long. He slowly, and with great effort, reached across and pressed the buckle mechanism. It gave, and as soon as he fell into the underside of the truck canopy he gave out a muffled scream as the impact jolted his bad shoulder and leg. His vision blurred, as though someone had poured a thick, transparent gel across the window pane of the world. He paused, closed his eyes, and focused. His body was screaming at him from every joint, every socket. He felt that he only wanted to sleep. 

      Then he heard it. 

      Soft but urgent steps padding quickly down the road. He concentrated on his breathing and opened his eyes. His vision was clear again, for now. 

      Clutching a handgun, the assassin approached the wreck with caution. After leaning down and assessing the two passengers, one dead, one nearly dead, the assassin came in closer and got down on a knee, now leaning over Virgil, whose head was protruding out of the truck, past where the window had been. 

      Virgil smiled over a bloody mouth. “Well...you got me,” he said. 

      The assassin was female. She wore a wooded balaclava and matching TDUs. It was her smaller bone structure and long, natural lashes that gave away her gender. 

      He blinked and momentarily forgot his pain.

      He knew this woman. Surely the blood loss and trauma of the wreck were making him hallucinate. He had never tried LSD, and maybe this was why. The woman he was thinking of was dead, had been for years. 

      Her voice was dry and level. “Hello, Virgil. I’m sorry I missed up there. I’m sure you’re in a lot of pain.” She squatted and patted his sweaty cheek, which was stenciled with blood and dirt. “Not to worry,” she said. “It’s about to be all over for you.” She lifted the balaclava from her face. 

      It was Sarah Cornish—Faraday—his old teammate.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      The canals reached up into the southern end of Pine Island like hospitable fingers, pointing the way into the seventeen mile stretch of rural paradise that was Pine Island. A mid-morning breeze imported scents of salt, pine, and oyster beds, all working in unison to sedate the island’s inhabitants and anyone just fortunate enough to be there. 

      Ellie O’Conner backed her 21-foot Bayliner Element off the boat lift and brought it around until the bow was pointing toward the south end of the canal. Tyler Borland grabbed the gunwale with his large hands and slid over to the bench seat at the transom. “You know, my mama always told me not to do stupid things.” Tyler, who was tall and tan and generally employed a carefree disposition, was, at the moment, a little sheepish. 

      “You’ll have fun. I promise,” Ellie said. 

      He pointed his chin down the canal toward the open water. “Well, the last time I went out on a boat I left my stomach out there somewhere. And Ellie, you know how partial I was to my stomach.”

      A week ago, a Category 3 hurricane swiped the edge of Lee County on its way out to the open Gulf, the storm’s eye missing a dead-on hit by less than thirty miles. Hours before Hurricane Josephine pounded the island, Ellie and Tyler had run a boat across five- and six-foot swells to rescue a kidnap victim from the northern edge of Sanibel Island. Tyler, who loved boats about as much as he enjoyed Italian opera, had not fared well. 

      “I’m not scared. Boats are fun.” The small voice came from the bow and belonged to Ellie’s five-year-old niece, Chloe. 

      Ellie’s eyes went to her sister, Katie, and they shared a laugh. “She does have a point,” Katie said. 

      “All right,” Tyler said. “Let’s just get this show on the road.” He bit down on his bottom lip and motioned for Chloe to come over to him. He put a long arm around her and lowered his voice. “You’re little, okay? Little people don’t always understand when things are smart or not.”

      Chloe raised her eyebrows to him, and her overbright eyes gleamed. “Maybe,” she giggled, “you’ll get eaten by a shark!” 

      More female laughs from the console.

      Tyler’s brow went up. “You know, you just might—”

      At that moment the boat lurched forward as Ellie gave the engine a little throttle. Tyler clutched the edge of the seat like they were about to shoot into outer space. “Here we go,” he mumbled. 

      Ellie ran the boat out of St. James City, turned west, and cut up past York Island before moving north through Pine Island Sound at a steady fifteen knots. For half an hour Chloe talked non-stop, making observations about the boat’s wake, the color of the water, and a dolphin, as well as inquiring about instruments on the console, what kind of engine did the boat have, and if her Aunt Ellie thought she would catch more fish today than Tyler. Tyler never said a word, just stared ahead as if he were a convict headed to the penitentiary. At one point Ellie gave her sister the wheel and went back to sit with him.

      “You doing okay? You’re letting Chloe out-talk you.”

      He tried to grin, but failed. “I want to like the water. Just not my thing, I guess.” 

      “It’ll grow on you,” she said. “You can’t be manly about everything, I suppose.”

      He found the grin. “You think I’m manly?”

      “Maybe not right now. But generally, yeah.”

      “Well, I think you’re girly. Whatever that means.”

      “I’ll take it,” she smiled. “At least you get a break from cutting up trees.” When Tyler moved to Southwest Florida from West Texas a couple of years ago, he’d bought eighty acres in North Cape Coral, turning the land into a full-service gun range. Hurricane Josephine had assaulted Reticle’s acreage as well as the nearly two hundred and fifty acres of Yucca Pens Preserve, the southwestern edge of which was butted up against Reticle’s property line. Dozens of pines lay strewn across Tyler’s property. He had counted nine that would disturb business in some way—blocking the entrance or laid out across a long distance range or a path that led to one. A taller, more mature pine had fallen a few yards from the main offices, its branches taking out several windows in the process. 

      Tyler said, “I would show you the calluses I got from the chainsaw, but you already think I’m manly, so I don’t feel the need to do that.”

      “Well, just don’t blister your butt sitting at my stern all morning.” She gave his knee a pat and went back to replace her sister at the wheel. A few minutes later they were passing up Captiva Island to the west and the fishing shacks to the east. The Pine Island fishing shacks were relics of another era altogether, and all but two of them were on the National Register of Historic Places. They were small, one- or two-room fishing cabins built on stilts in a time when commercial fishermen would spend long months out on the water. With no electricity, the shacks afforded the simple necessity of shelter without having to go all the way back inland. Now they hovered over the water like wooden corpses, abandoned by fishermen back in the mid-1950s. The few remaining shacks formed a tiny archipelago of their own, set across a distance of half a mile in the shallows off Little Wood Key. 

      Two miles later they were passing up Cabbage Key on their port side. After driving farther on to the north, Ellie cut east and steered past Camp Key before slowing the Bayliner to idle speed and shutting off the engine. Their small wake caught up to them, and the boat bobbed against it before settling. There was no wind to speak of, and the waters were calm. Before them lay a small key hemmed with mangroves at either end. An old wooden fishing boat was beached at the center, its old, rotting stern sunk deep into the sand.  

      “So that’s it?” Tyler said, mostly to himself. 

      “That’s the one,” Ellie said. 

      “You think they’re still using it?” Katie asked. “To store the gas?”

      “I don’t think so. The DEA should still have surveillance set up, possibly hidden in those mangroves over there, but the criminal organization that had been using it to store gas was taken down.” A couple of days before, Katie had playfully nagged her older sister to tell her about the local work she had done with the DEA over the past couple of months. Ellie had finally conceded a page of harmless information and offered to take them out to Mondongo Rocks. What she didn’t say was that she had hidden in these very mangroves one evening just as their investigation was getting underway and had come close to being discovered when a drug runner had walked right up to their branches to relieve himself. All she had told Katie and Tyler was that the boat had been used at one point for storing gas for go-fast boats headed back to Mexico. The boat appeared to have sunken farther into the key, most likely the recent work of Hurricane Josephine.    

      Chloe squinted against the glare of the sun flashing off the water. “Is that the boat the bad guys use? It looks yucky.”

      “No, Chloe,” her mother said. “They don’t use it anymore.” She shot her eyes over to her sister. 

      “Do you think the bad guys are all gone from here?” Chloe asked. 

      “Of course, Boo,” Ellie said, and then, not wanting to scare the girl, added, “They’re all gone away. No more bad guys around here.” 

      But she knew that wasn’t true.

      Katie took Chloe to the stern to help her prep her fishing line. When they left this spot they were going to drop in their hooks off Big Panther Key, in a spot their father had often taken his daughters when they were children. Ellie remained fixated on the old boat with the broken stern.  

      Tyler said, “Those DEA hotshots are all a spittin’ upwind, if you ask me. I’m sorry they gave you the boot.”

      Three months ago, after putting over a decade with the CIA behind her, Ellie had come on with the DEA as a contractor, eventually bringing down an elusive drug boss who had made Lee and Sarasota Counties his base of operations. Two weeks ago, a raid on a walled compound went awry when a bomb exploded on site, killing seven of their suspects and injuring three DEA officers. Ellie, who had done everything right, had been hung out to dry and was let go. 

      There was nothing she could do about it. Ellie had long ago learned to take things in stride, that there were just some things in life you couldn’t change. But what bothered her the most was that Ringo, whoever he was, was still out there, doing big business in her home county, and it didn’t seem like there were plans to stop him anytime soon. 

      And Ellie wasn’t sure she was okay with that.

      “Thanks,” she told Tyler.

      “You all right?” he asked. 

      “Yeah.”

      “Is it the whole thing about not working with them anymore?” 

      “I guess so.” 

      He glanced over his shoulder and lowered his voice to a whisper. “And your dad?”

      “Yep.”

      “And seeing your old teammate?”

      “Yes. Can you stop now?”

      “Sorry,” he said, and looked away. “Maybe you can get back on with them once they figure out how to stop using good people to take the fall.”

      “Maybe,” she said, albeit with little optimism. She stared off across the water, lost in thought, considering the things Tyler had brought up: the DEA, her father, and Virgil, plus what Virgil had told her. 

      Two weeks ago, in the middle of the fun-filled pandemonium that was Mango Mania, Ellie had been approached by a former teammate from TEAM 99. Virgil had come with news that set off alarm bells in her mind and threw ice into her veins. According to him, fresh evidence was pointing to the six remaining members of their team being set up for certain missions they had executed. Virgil’s information had come from a shared and trusted connection; they had no reason not to believe it. Ryan Wilcox had been Ellie’s boss for the two years she was working undercover in Afghanistan. He had died while working in Moscow not a week after passing off the information, leaving both Virgil and Ellie with more questions than answers and no easy way to get them. Virgil said he was going to Arizona to speak with Cicero, to see if Ryan had reached out to him as well, to see if they could start clearing up what was becoming an unsettling turn of events. Ellie still hadn’t heard back from Virgil and was beginning to feel unnerved about that too. 

      Disconcerting questions now formed the backdrop of Ellie’s daily routine: Who was trying to set them up? Why? And why wait four years after the team had dissolved and everyone had moved on to other things? 

      It made no sense. 

      Several days earlier, as Pine Island was just beginning to clean up the leftovers from Mother Nature’s tumult, Ellie had decided to try and get access to footage of Ryan Wilcox’s death in Moscow. According to Virgil, Ryan’s murder had been reported as an accident, but Virgil was fully unconvinced. It wasn’t a detail that Ellie thought should stay up for grabs. If video footage or pictures from the scene showed suspicious activity surrounding the events of Ryan’s car wreck, then it would confirm that something sinister was occuring in the shadows. Ellie wasn’t going to just sit around and wait for a couple of feds to come knocking, arresting her for actions that she had been authorized and commissioned to do. 

      Ellie had been trained in basic network and cyber analysis. But the information she wanted was located on state-run servers in Russia. Russia employed an Orwellian surveillance network known as The System for Operative Investigative Activities, or SORM. Getting access to it would mean knowing someone on the inside who could get her what she needed. Since Ellie didn’t know anyone that fit the bill, she reconnected with Eugene Ripley, a former cyber operations officer who had worked at Langley’s Directorate of Digital Innovation. As of last year he now lived in Zurich, heading up a cybersecurity consulting firm. Eugene said he might have someone in Ukraine who could get him what she needed, for Ellie to hang tight, and he would be in touch. 

      Tyler nudged her with his elbow. “Hey, sourpuss. We’re supposed to be having a good time out here. You managed to get me back on a stupid boat and you don’t see me being a Debbie Downer.”

      She turned to him and managed a half-smile. “Sorry. You’re right.” 

      Tyler spread his fingers and grinned mischievously, brought his hands in close. “Do you need a tickle?”

      Ellie jerked and moved away from him. “Try it and you lose a finger.”

      He slowly lifted his chin in defiance. “How about a thumb instead?”

      They stared each other down and broke into laughter.  

      “Too soon?” He grinned.

      “I think maybe so.”
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      Virgil’s eyes swam wetly in their sockets. Somewhere from deep within, another, more cognitive part of him was screaming like a drill sergeant, demanding that he stay with it. He took in a breath and looked back at Faraday. “You’re...supposed to be dead. I saw you...die.”

      Faraday huffed indignantly. “No. See, that is where you’re wrong, Virgil. You didn’t watch me die. You left me to die.”

      “You...took a round in the neck. Our readings showed no heartbeat, no life. We couldn’t...get to you.”

      “Your mistake.” Her tone was dry, crisp; her brown hair, once long, was now short, cut above her shoulders. Even in a semiconscious state, Virgil was aware that her eyes were darker than he remembered. Dark green eyes that were now black pools of apathy. If the eyes really were a light into the soul, then it seemed that Faraday had just scurried up from the deepest caverns of hell. If they all really had left her to die in a dusty Somalian alley, then she’d had years to sit on that decision and allow any bitterness to grow deep, thick roots.

      “How...how are you alive?” he asked, and his eyes fell from her face to her neck, where a wide, thick scar sat like a bad patch job of melted plastic. 

      “Simple, I suppose. The radicals we were sent to take down in Mogadishu found me in the alley that you all left me in. They got in touch with the right person in D.C. and bartered me for cash. A few million from what I understand. Can you believe someone thought I was worth that much? Maybe it was for my ping pong skills.” 

      “But you were...dead.”

      “You might say all the king’s men put me back together again.”

      “So this...is revenge.” 

      “Oh, don’t be so nearsighted, Virgil. Of course not. I work for someone else now. Those who saved my life. It’s really that simple.” 

      “Who?”

      “Listen, Virgil, I’d love to take you for a beer and catch up, but I do have to run.” Faraday stood up. She extended her arm and put his forehead between the gun’s sights. “Goodbye, old friend.”

      Three rapid shots rang out across the forest. To the east, a bevy of anxious Gambel's quail emerged from a cluster of junipers and relocated.  

      Faraday stood over Virgil, her vacant eyes assessing him. Then she fell backward and hit the ground harder than a felled eagle. The barrel of Joe Ferguson's .45 vented tendrils of light gray smoke, and Virgil’s knuckles were white as he gripped the weapon. Suddenly recalling that she seemed to have a hard time dying, Virgil turned onto his side and extended the gun out of the truck. He discharged a final round, and it entered just under her chin. Her head flinched backward. 

      Virgil returned to his back and closed his eyes, the pain and the weariness all-consuming now. His arms and chest were shivering, his teeth chattering. He closed his eyes. Over the next few minutes his breathing became more relaxed and, finally, shallow. In the broken and twisted carcass of the truck, he slept.
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      A coastal breeze blew mercifully through the Marco Island neighborhood but found few palms or poincianas to stir. Most had been uprooted, and some still lay where they fell, fallen like wooden soldiers, unable to rise again. Homes all along Fruitland Avenue were missing entire sections of roofs or walls, all of them adorned with bright blue tarps as if they held to some traditional commitment to modesty. The cloudless sky reflected a cornflower blue as the sun burned hot across an island that would take years to recover from Josephine's wrath. 

      Ringo walked thoughtfully up the street toward his own modest home, which sat a mile up the island from the marina he had purchased from Ed Wright six years ago. He pondered the soul-wrenching decision he had made last week. The decision that had forced him to choose between those he loved. 

      He was going to lay the fedora down. 

      Ringo approached his home and paused near the mailbox, where the sidewalk cut out and led to his front steps. A blue pinwheel was set into a flower pot full of orange marigolds. Somehow the flower pot had weathered the storm. The pinwheel, a wordless sign of Ringo’s own invention—like a chalked X on a park bench, spun happily in the breeze.  

      He continued toward the house and went up the front steps. He pulled out his keys, unlocked the door, and went in, then walked into the kitchen and took a water bottle from the fridge. He twisted the cap off and drank it all down before raising his voice above normal. “Come,” he said.

      In the back of the house a bedroom door opened and footsteps moved toward the kitchen. Andrés Salamanca stepped into the room.  

      Ringo smiled large. “Andrés,” he said, “Would you like a drink?”

      “Thank you, Jefe.” 

      Ringo opened the fridge and brought out a can of Coke. He popped the top and handed it to Andrés. 

      “Thank you.”

      “What’s the urgent news?” Ringo asked. 

      “It’s Kyle Armstrong. Have you heard?”

      “I have not.”

      “He is in a coma at Lee Memorial. He tried to kill himself.” 

      Ringo leaned back against the counter and used a single finger to scratch at an eyebrow. “When?”

      “Two days ago.”

      “Have you heard the prognosis?”

      “No, but we’re listening.”

      Ringo inspected his nails as he thought. Finally, he said, “Have Yolanda make preparations to leave Wild Palm. It may take her a while to put things in order.”

      “Chewy has already spoken to her.”

      “Perfect.” 

      Andrés said, “Also, Quinton arrived yesterday.”

      Ringo’s brow lifted. “A week early. Did he say why?”

      “I did not ask him.”

      “Set up a meeting in Ionia,” Ringo said. “I can be up there tomorrow evening. There isn’t much more for me to do around here until the insurance checks show up.” 

      “Of course.”

      “I want you and Chewy at the meeting as well. I have something to share with all of you.” 

      “Ok, Jefe. I will tell Chewy.”

      Ringo examined the younger man’s face. “Andrés, are you familiar with the English word melancholy?” 

      “Melan…”

      “Choly,” Ringo finished for him. 

      “No, Jefe. I don’t know that word.”

      “It means sad...gloomy. I bring it up because, Andrés, you look melancholy.” 

      “Ahh, it’s nothing.” Andrés tried to smile. “I’ll go back now.” He set the Coke on the counter.

      Ringo rested a hand on Andrés’s shoulder. “You and Chewy are like sons to me.”

      Andrés stared at the floor, bit down hard on his bottom lip. “My madre. In the town where she lives, the turf fighting has started again.” Then he straightened his shoulders. “It will be okay.” 

      Ringo picked up the Coke, handed it back to Andrés, who nodded a thank you, took a sip, and said, “Some men, they came through her front door and took all they wanted. They didn’t hurt her, but they took much.” 

      “I’m sorry, my friend. You should take some time off and go see her.”

      “Thank you. I might when things settle down. Andrés’s jawline tensed and a little muscle pulsed along the edge. “You know, Jefe, only a few years ago there was respect. There was respect for the older people. Now these new young ones take everything from everyone.”

      “You’re scared for her.”

      “Yes.”

      “Think about going to see her soon. Now, be safe going back. I’ll see you all tomorrow evening.” 

      After Andrés left, Ringo remained in the kitchen, leaning back against the counter, arms crossed, pondering the younger man’s plight and the slick mess that Kyle Armstrong had just spread across his lap.
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      Ellie waited for everyone to disembark into her backyard before guiding the Bayliner onto the lift and bringing it out of the water. Tyler stood in the yard, motionless, looking numbly at the grass, appearing a little worse for wear. He removed his ball cap and ran a hand through his sandy brown hair. Chloe ran up to him.  

      “See, Mr. Tyler, that was fun!”

      He squatted down to her eye level and smiled. “I guess maybe it was. Your Aunt Ellie was a lot better at driving this boat than the last time I got on one with her.”

      Ellie rolled her eyes and stepped off the Bayliner and onto the top of the seawall. “Well, the breeze was about forty knots less than last time. That may have had something to do with it.” 

      “Chloe, let’s get you into the shower,” Katie said. Chloe reached in and gave Tyler what was, in her mind, a bear hug. She growled as she squeezed. He growled back. 

      “You’re fun,” she told him. 

      “You’re fun too.” 

      She let him go, and Katie said a quick goodbye to Tyler as she shepherded her daughter through the back door. Citrus, Ellie’s Jack Russell, who had been scratching and whining from the other side of the door, shot out of the house like he was on fire and jumped up into Tyler’s arms. 

      “Whoa there, Bucko.” Tyler grabbed the dog and roughed a hand over his head. He looked at Ellie. “You really need to stop putting rocket fuel in his water bowl. I told you that was only for the rocket.”

      Ellie set a couple of fishing poles against her house and called Citrus over. He struggled off Tyler and bounded to his owner, sitting at her feet and looking up at her like she held the patent on dog biscuits. 

      “I’m not going in yet,” she said. “I have to flush the engine.” He whined and sat there staring at her, his head vibrating with energy, his eager eyes alternating between his owner and the canal. “Look,” Ellie said. “I didn’t take you out today because you would have found a way to accidentally knock Chloe overboard.” Ellie put her hands on her hips. “I’m not sure I want you getting wet right now.” Citrus’s entire body started to tremble. He pawed at her and yipped, then looked back to the water. Ellie sighed. “Fine. Okay. Go on.”

      Then, like he had been ejected from a slingshot, Citrus barked and ran out of the backyard, disappearing around the house. Tyler stood up and looked at his watch. They waited. Citrus finally appeared on the other side of the house, ran across the narrow strip of grass that was the backyard, and vaulted off the seawall, falling spread-eagle into the salty water. 

      Tyler looked at his watch again, yelled down to the dog. “Eleven seconds. You’re getting slow.” 

      A yip from the water.

      “You want to stay for lunch?” Ellie asked Tyler. “I can run up to Winn-Dixie and grab some sandwich stuff. Even some hot dogs, if you’re so inclined.” 

      “You’re pushing your luck,” he said. “I got on a boat today.”

      “There is such a thing as ‘all beef’ dogs, you know.”

      “I prefer meat that isn’t emulsified by people in white lab coats. For instance, a slab of steak.”

      “So do you want to stay or not?”

      “Thanks, but I should get back to work. Those trees won’t walk away by themselves. I hear that the rotting process could take up to twenty years. I don’t want to wait that long. It would be highly irritating to my patrons.” 

      Ellie felt a tinge of disappointment at Tyler’s reply. “I thought you had some help with clearing the trees,” she said.

      “I did for a couple days. But it’s the same as your uncle’s situation. Everyone who would typically volunteer is still busy working on their own properties. All my safety officers and instructors are further south, helping their families with cleanup and repairs. All I have at my disposal right now is Casey, but I’d already planned to send him to rangemaster training in Tampa this week. Then add that to the bar’s materials getting delivered tomorrow and you catch my dilemma.”

      The entire west coast of Florida up to Tampa had been affected by the storm. Piles of vegetative refuse now perched on the edges of the island’s roads like misplaced burial mounds, waiting for overworked county trucks to come and haul them away. Even with all the cleanup at Reticle, Tyler had offered up his time to help repair the damage to The Salty Mangrove. The island’s favorite bar had seen its covered seating area ripped away by the storm. Major, Ellie’s uncle and the bar’s owner, was still fifty miles south at Marco Island, coordinating cleanup and insurance claims at his marina down there, which had been decimated by the higher winds and storm surge. 

      Ellie was good at a great many things. Framing in a structure was not one of them. “Thanks for helping Major out,” she said. “That’s kind of you.”

      “Glad to. He’s got enough to deal with right now.” Tyler stepped in close and gave her a goodbye hug and an accompanying peck on the cheek as he pulled back. He lingered a fraction longer than usual, and Ellie smelled a combination of sweet sweat and musky deodorant. Her faced warmed. “Get out of here,” she said. “I’ll see you later.” 

      “And you’ll be super glad when you do.”

      Ellie watched him disappear around a cluster of fan palms rooted at the front corner of her house. She bent down and picked up the hose, unsnaked it, and pulled it over to the boat. She stepped back into the Bayliner and tugged the hose over to the transom, then removed the flush connector from the engine and threaded on the hose. After it was snug she returned to the spigot and turned it on halfway. The engine needed a good fifteen minutes to flush. Citrus continued making his rounds up the doggy ramp and flinging himself back into the water. 

      As Ellie returned to the boat and brought out the cooler and the last of the rods, her thoughts turned again to her father. When Ryan Wilcox was still alive, Ellie had been content to patiently wait for answers that she knew he would deliver in time. It had been Ryan who had informed her that her father was still alive, that Frank O’Conner had not, as he had led everyone to believe, been killed in a late-night car accident two years ago. 

      Earlier in the week, as soon as she had hung up with Eugene Riser, Ellie had put in a call to Nathan Price, an old and trusted contact at Langley. She explained the situation surrounding her father and asked him to see if he could find anything on Frank O’Conner besides an online obituary in the Pine Island Eagle. Ellie informed Nathan that, as far as her father had ever led his family to believe, he had worked at the Department of Justice for the last twenty-five years. But in light of recent events and the shared connection in Ryan, Ellie was now thinking that her father either worked for the CIA or the other side, whatever side that might be. Allowing herself to consider that her father might be on the wrong team drew up deep feelings of guilt, as though she were betraying all that she knew to be true about him.

      But the hard reality was, she just didn’t know anymore. 

      Nathan Price was as good an officer as they came, and a wonderful husband and father of three. During her two years in Afghanistan, Nathan had been Ellie’s stateside intelligence analyst, working closely with her and her team to provide up-to-date intel on Assam Murad and his terrorist cousin, Fahad Sarkaui. He had since been promoted to an operations director, based out of Virginia. Nine months ago, after Ellie chose to leave the CIA and arrived back in the U.S. for three weeks of exit debriefings, Nathan and his wife had her over to their house for dinner on a couple of occasions. Once her dismissal was finalized, Nathan told Ellie to reach out should she ever need anything. 

      At the time, Ellie thought it was all behind her. For good. She couldn’t imagine a scenario where she was back here in South Florida, leading a quiet civilian life, suddenly needing to call in a favor to someone within the intelligence community. But a week ago, she had reached out to two such people in a single day.

      Ellie kept the hose running and went inside, leaving her amphibious canine to his water-bound ways. She went to the kitchen sink and washed her hands. On top of everything else there remained one additional barb pricking against a quiet conscience.

      She still hadn’t told her sister that their father was alive.

      When Ellie had found out three months ago, Katie was still living in Seattle and wasn’t talking to her. But everything had changed several weeks ago, when Ellie picked Katie and Chloe up from the airport and brought them back to their childhood home here on the island. In the last several weeks, whenever Katie mentioned their father, Ellie felt like a traitor. Katie had just as much right to know as Ellie did, she knew that. When Ryan was still alive, Ellie had decided to withhold it from her sister because she had no answers. But now things had changed. 

      Katie stepped out of the hallway bathroom, where Chloe was taking a shower, and shut the door. She walked into the kitchen. “Tyler leave?” she asked.

      “He did. I offered for him to stay for lunch, but he said he needed to get back to work. I think maybe he’s a little queasy.”

      “Are you two ever going to start dating?” Katie opened the refrigerator and brought out a cold can of LaCroix. “Because if you’re not, I’m thinking about asking him myself.”

      “You’re not his type.”

      “What’s that mean?”

      “He likes blondes.” 

      “Well, I can dye my hair. Ellie, that little cleft on his chin. And the stubble...”

      “Stop...”

      Katie took a sip of her water and shrugged. “Well, you know I’m right.”

      A picture of Frank O’Conner hung on the wall directly behind Katie, taken several years ago by Major. Ellie had probably been in Brussels at the time. Frank O’Conner was sitting on a barstool at The Salty Mangrove, beer in hand, looking off somewhere. He wasn’t smiling and he wasn’t frowning. He was just him. Handsome, contemplative, distinguished in his own laid back kind of way. Major had gifted Ellie the photo after she had moved back home. A house-warming gift, he’d said. 

      “Hey,” Katie waved a hand in front of Ellie’s face. “Are you all right?” 

      “Sorry, yes. Have a seat for a second,” Ellie said, and motioned toward the kitchen table.

      “Okay… If what I said about Tyler was—”

      “No. You’re fine. Really.” Ellie took a seat next to her sister and swallowed hard around a rock in her throat, realizing that she felt more nervous in this moment than when she was looking through a scope, about to take someone’s life. That dryness in the throat, the elevated heart beat, the knowledge that you won’t be able to turn back and change things. Ellie knew that sisters could be mad at each other. But they couldn’t stay that way. Somehow, the universe would always conspire to bring them back together again. Because the blood that made them sisters also made them friends.

      Ellie placed her hand on top of her sister’s. “So, listen,” she said. “There’s something you need to —” she was interrupted by a knock at the front door. She released a frustrated smile. “Hold on.” 

      “The suspense,” Katie said.

      Ellie walked across the living room and opened the door. “Well, hello,” she said, a little intrigued. It was Mark Palfrey, her former partner.   

      “Hey, Ellie. Do you have a minute?”
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        Ten Years Ago  

      

      

      The television was mounted high in the corner and emanated a nearly undetectable whine. It was set to her favorite team—the Chicago Cubs—playing their bitter rivals, the St. Louis Cardinals; the Cubs up seven to three in the eighth. 

      The door to her room opened to a tall, broad-shouldered man with a strong jaw, strong nose, and rugged features. He was bald, in a rugged sort of way. She had always thought him handsome. The older he got the more drawn and creased the lines on the sides of his mouth became. Today, like every day, he was wearing shorts and a sleeveless T-shirt. “Hey, Daddy.”

      “Hey, Kat.” His voice was drawn. Quinton Davis smiled unnaturally and approached her hospital bed, sat into the chair positioned between the bed and the window. Katrina’s eyes remained fixated on the game, but all he could do was watch her. He finally leaned in and placed a gentle kiss on top of her head—across her Cubs bandana—and stroked her pale, browless forehead with his thumb. 

      She didn’t take her eyes off the pitch when she asked, “Did they get me into the trials?” She asked it hopefully, optimistically, as an eleven-year-old child who had not yet learned the fine art of closing a hard fist around her own plans for her life.

      He kept stroking her forehead and with his free hand took her frail, clammy hand in his. She turned to him. Her eyes were gaunt, her skin jaundiced. His chin was quivering now. “No, Kat. They...they ran…” He looked away. “Ran out of funding. They can’t take anyone else.”

      “Okay.” She turned back to the television. 

      He looked back to her, a devil’s fury raging on the inside, wishing he could take this with the same childlike acceptance as she did. One might think he had just told her she had to wait until after dinner to have a popsicle. 

      Okay. 

      And it wasn’t even that she failed to understand. She did understand. They had talked about it dozens of times over the last three weeks. It was all they thought about; their final and collective hope. She knew that “No, Kat” meant that her days were drawing up, that soon she would be moving on, leaving her father behind.

      The hot anger within was fueled by the fact that the trials—funded by a non-profit—had no money left to accommodate Katrina Davis. This wasn’t breast cancer. Quinton had just heard on the radio that next year the NFL would have their players wear pink shoes and gloves to raise money to help fight that disease. Real men were about to wear pink after all. This wasn’t heart disease, with financial warriors lobbying on behalf of the American Heart Association. No, his little girl was dying of APL, acute promyelocytic leukemia, an aggressive disease that was but a blip on the radar compared to those other two major killers of mankind. But Katrina wasn’t a blip on the radar. Not his, anyway. She wasn’t a number or a patient or a statistic. She was his daughter and the entire world should be screaming and vying and donating and praying to get her the treatment she needed. 

      Kat had no white blood cells left. She had survived her induction therapy, but the chemo hadn’t worked. All other treatments had betrayed her.   

      Her attention was fixed on a pop fly heading into left field. “You’ll still finish the list, right?” she asked. “You’ll save Wrigley for last?”

      Quinton nodded and stood, choked out, “Sure, baby. Of course.” Then he made a hasty exit from the room, tapped furiously at the elevator button until its doors opened, and, as they shut, collapsed into a loose bundle of hot tears and wailing grief. 

      
        
        ____________________

      

      

      
        
        Nine Days Later

      

      

      Warren Hall stepped from his Jeep Wrangler and walked across the newly paved parking lot, the afternoon humidity condensing on his skin, the sun assaulting the earth with an unrelenting commitment to make the human race as miserable as possible. As he made his way to the front entrance, Warren passed a looming willow tree that stood in the center of the turnabout. He had recently decided, after coming here each day for the last two months, that he liked willows after all. They displayed an inherent grace, their tendrils hanging lazily from hardy branches, the lightest of breezes sending them swaying in elegant unison. A symphony of nature. 

      Warren moved more slowly than usual, the large lunch of fried shrimp and conch that he had shared with Frank and Katie sat delightfully heavy in his stomach. At lunch Katie had challenged him to a competition to see who could throw down the most shrimp. He had her beat in ten minutes and accepted her offer to do a load of dishes at The Salty Mangrove. He loved the three he called “his girls.” Warren had no children of his own, and Ellie, Katie, and Katrina were the daughters he never had. 

      Katrina. The brightest smile he had ever seen. She was turning twelve tomorrow and he had a surprise party planned for her. Even her father didn’t know. With help from Sharla Potter, Warren had spent the last three days getting in touch with all of Katrina’s friends, planning a party for the ages to be held in her hospital room. Sharla had sweet-talked and Warren had charmed every nurse and administrative personnel needed to get the approval pushed through. A clown was even coming. After that, a magician. 

      Katrina hadn’t gotten into the trials...yet. Warren had put in several calls to people who had pockets deeper than their pants legs, and he was just waiting to hear back. 

      They couldn’t lose her. 

      Her father had opened up a bait shop on Monroe Canal when she was but an infant, wanting to anchor his life so he could give her a stable upbringing. As a fellow member of the Chamber of Commerce and wishing goodwill toward anyone brave enough to open their own small business, Warren had wasted no time introducing himself to Quinton Davis. He even offered to sell Quinton’s bait at his own marina. They soon became fast friends. Sometime after Katrina had entered kindergarten, her father started bringing her by The Salty Mangrove on Friday afternoons, where they would grab a late afternoon snack of fried grouper before going out on the water together. It had remained a tradition of sorts ever since. Warren went with them on a couple of occasions but had somehow felt that he was encroaching on sacred time between father and daughter. From then on he would wave them off when they asked him to join them. At least on Friday afternoons. 

      Katrina had matured with a sense of humor that none could attribute to her father nor her mother. Without fail she would have the bar in stitches, embellishing stories about her father’s fishing mishaps, or Warren’s receding hairline, or taking long-winded guesses as to what old man Chesterfield was really saying, being that he never wore his dentures. 

      And then she got cancer. 

      And not just any cancer. Katrina had been diagnosed with the dreaded APL. She had been riding her bicycle around her cul-de-sac two months earlier when her nose started dumping rivers of blood onto her T-shirt, and shorts, and legs. The next day a bone marrow sample was followed by a bleak diagnosis. 

      But if Warren knew anything, he knew that Katrina was a fighter. She should have gotten into trials a month ago. People coming out of them were getting better. But the money just wasn’t there. Last week they thought she might be able to get into a spot that had opened up. But they had been wrong. Still, Warren hadn’t given up. He was going to get that girl into those trials no matter who he had to beg, regardless of the favors he would owe. 

      The automatic doors to the hospital shuffled open, and Warren’s Birkenstocks slapped quietly on the vinyl composition floor. He walked to the elevator and pressed the small circular light mounted in the wall. When it opened, he stepped in and went up. He got off on her floor and turned down the corridor. Nurses were whispering at the station, their backs to him. He pushed on the door to Katrina’s room and walked in. Her father was sitting in an armchair looking out the window, his back toward the door. 

      Katrina’s bed was missing from the room. 

       “Quinton?” Warren said. “Did they take her for more testing?”

      “I hate that willow,” Quinton said, staring out the glass, looking down toward the front of the hospital. “It looks like it’s in constant mourning.” His voice cracked. 

      Warren’s throat tightened. “Quinton. Where is Katrina?”

      Quinton turned around. His eyes were puffy, moist with tears. “She’s...gone,” he said it like he was still trying to believe it.

      “What? Gone?” 

      “She died, Warren.”

      “Oh, God.” Warren choked, and grabbed at a chair and sat into it.

      “When?”

      “Half hour ago.”

      “I thought—”

      “Intracranial hemorrhage is what they’re calling it. Brain…” he faltered. “Brain bleed.”

      “Gone?” Warren repeated, and then his face took on the same disbelieving look as his friend’s. He leaned forward and put a strong hand on Quinton’s shoulder. “I’m sorry. I’m just so sorry.” His heavy body shook as he wept. 

      “What do I do now?” Quinton finally whispered. “I can’t...I can’t go home. She won’t ever be there again.”

      “You’ll stay at my place for a while.”

      “And then what?”

      “We’ll worry about ‘what’ down the road.”

      “I don’t think I can keep my promise, Warren.”

      “What promise?”

      “She...she told me to finish the remaining stadiums. I don’t think I can do it.” 

      Warren swallowed back another sob. “You don’t need to think about all that right now.”

      Quinton nodded and wailed into his hands. 

      

      Warren sat with his friend for the next half-hour, the nurses and staff leaving them to their privacy for the time being. It wasn’t until a priest and an old family friend showed up at the same time that Warren decided to step out. 

      He didn’t walk back to his Jeep. Instead, he turned left after stepping out of the elevator, walking the length of the hospital wing before exiting out a side door. A winding sidewalk led past a prayer garden and around a banyan tree that stood sentinel over a small lake, a place of serenity created for the solace of the grieving and the prayers of the hopeful. 

      Warren sat down on a metal slat bench and looked out over the water where a small fountain threw misty water into the air. Millions of droplets sparkled in the sunlight like tiny diamonds, as if there were something to be celebrated. A duck swam by. A frog hopped off a pad and splashed as it entered the water. Swans paddled to the other side. How could such a place as this incubate such grief? 

      An unseen dissonance raged within Warren Hall.  

      Why hadn’t the world stopped? Why were the birds still singing, the roots of the banyan tree swaying gently, almost happily, just above him, the ducks and the frogs animated, the clematis and coneflower still in vibrant bloom?

      If only they had the money. People were being healed by this new retinoic acid treatment. The only reason Katrina didn't make it was because of funding—money. How many more fathers and mothers, brothers and sisters and grandparents would have to suffer because there was no money left in benevolent coffers?

      Warren Hall didn’t move from his seat on that slatted bench for the next two hours, questions churning in him like an infant hurricane coming off the coast of Africa, stirring up a darkness that would change how Warren Hall would now look at the world. 

      He owned a bar and a marina. Quinton owned a bait shop. They weren’t in a position to help others, to keep more families from feeling like some merciless force had reached down into their souls and cut away the best parts of them. 

      And it was there, next to the lake, beneath the magnificence of the banyan tree, that it came to him. It came to him in a flash of inspiration that could only be called unholy, cutting through all his moral inhibitions as swiftly as the great lie that had been whispered to Adam as he stood naked in the garden. Warren’s lip curled and his chin rose. He stood up. He walked to the edge of the water, his jaw set hard, the resolve that was hardening deep within his heart finally overcoming the tears still pooled in his eyes. 

      A quote from Nietzsche’s pen slowly distilled from his mind to his heart: To survive is to find meaning in the suffering. 

      They would be able to help. Warren would ensure that money wasn’t the reason children died and families mourned. He would get the money. 

      He would get it by the kilo.
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      “Mark,” Ellie said. “Come in.” 

      Mark, who was generally a pressed polo and khakis kind of guy, was wearing shorts and a rainbow tie dye T-shirt with a black and white image of the Fonz stamped across the front. He stepped in and Ellie shut the door. 

      The door to the hallway bathroom opened, and Chloe came out wearing fresh clothes and wet hair. She stopped when she saw the unexpected man. She shriveled her nose. “Who are you?” she asked. “Your shirt is weird.”

      “Chloe,” her mother chided, looking at Mark apologetically from across the room, “let’s go to the bedroom and see if we can find something on Netflix.” Katie escorted her daughter back down the short hallway. 

      Mark shrugged. “Crazy shirt day at the office. Raising money for the food bank.”

      “Let’s talk outside,” Ellie said, and led the way out. She motioned toward a plastic chair on the edge of her back porch. “Have a seat.” She took the chair across from him. 

      Citrus scurried up his little ramp and padded across the grass toward Mark. He pulled up and paused, tilted his head as he realized that the man sitting on his back porch was not Tyler. He looked quizzically at Ellie, Mark, and then back to his owner. 

       “Sorry. I guess he doesn’t remember you,” she said. “Citrus, this is Mark. He was here a week ago.”

      Citrus yipped like of course he remembered, and then his ears perked and he placed two paws in the grass and leaned in like he was listening for something. Then he jumped up and chased his tail for several revolutions before running to the edge of the yard and jumping up into the boat.

      “I think I had that much energy...never,” Mark chuckled. “I have never had that much energy.” 

      “So what’s up?” Ellie said. “It’s good to see you.”

      “You too,” he said. “Okay, so, two things. First one...Jet is retiring in a few weeks and we all want you at the retirement party.”

      Ellie nearly missed the last half of the sentence because of the first half. Special Agent Tim “Jet” Jahner was nearing sixty and had been with the Fort Myers DEA for twenty of his thirty-plus years with the agency. He was the operational backbone of the local field office, his experience unmatched. 

      “Retiring? How did I miss the rumors on that?”

      “Because there were no rumors. He just announced it out of the blue a couple days ago. He’s tired and claims he wants to have more time with his grandkids. If you ask me, I think them letting you go the way they did was the tipping point for him.”  

      “Where is the party going to be?”

      “Garrett and his wife are hosting at their place.”

      “Put me down. I wouldn’t miss it. What’s your number two?”

      “Number two…” Mark teased out. His eyes went to her boat, the engine, and the fresh water pouring off it into the canal. “So just how busy are you these days?”

      Ellie’s brow lifted.

      “As you can imagine, I’m back at a desk for now.” Mark was an Intelligence Research Specialist, a role that had him running research into drug trafficking routes and analyzing the flow of money in and out of illegal operations. “I’ve been poking through the ashes of Nunez’s organization, trying to follow the money. Most of his larger transactions occurred offshore, and I’m still waiting to get access to those records. I won’t charm you with all the details, but a local address keeps showing up. A warehouse in Cape Coral. It belongs to a wholesale distribution company—Duncan Industries—that takes on short-term contracts. Basically, in any given month they could be moving sports gear or furniture or widgets. So I get to thinking that they were a logistical arm for Nunez’s product.”

      “Makes sense,” Ellie said. 

      “Yes. Except I would be wrong. And you’ll appreciate this next part—the arrests we made at the stash house the night we nabbed Cardoza and Nunez—one of them has finally started talking. Seems that he actually likes his kids and wants to watch them grow up.” 

      “And?”

      “And he says the warehouse wasn’t used to move anything for Nunez, that it’s a side operation used as a funnel to get people on the street selling, dealing, pushing product. An employee agency of sorts. Basically, if you want to bring someone on who’s willing to sell dope, this place can provide them.” 

      “And Nunez got some of his guys from there?”  

      “Yes. And apparently some smaller fish do too.”

      “Any idea how it works?” Ellie stood up and turned off the water that was feeding the hose. She returned to her chair.

      “Our source—Sanchez—said Duncan Industries employs a third shift from off the street. Every weeknight they’ll let in X number of people to work their assembly lines, deliveries, clean up, et cetera. First come, first work, type of thing. Pay you in cash. It’s probably a little setup to get cheap labor and avoid additional payroll taxes. Eventually, if the right people like you they tap you on the shoulder and ask you if you want a real job.”

      “Selling dope?” Ellie said.

      “Yep.”

      Something stirred inside Ellie. Regret that she no longer had a badge. Frustration that  she could no longer play with the big boys. Like Citrus being told he had to stay home while everyone went out on the boat. “So why bring this to me?” she asked. 

      The back door growled along its track and Katie popped her head out. “Hey, sorry to interrupt,” she said. “Chloe’s getting a little whiny and she needs a nap. I can’t get her to sleep here. I think I’m going to take her back home.” 

      “Sure,” Ellie said, a little disappointed. “We’ll talk later, okay?”

      “Okay. We had fun this morning.”

      “Me too.” Katie shut the door and Ellie brought her attention back to Mark. 

      “So,” he continued, “It’s a long shot, I know, but think of where this could lead. At the end of the day someone, somewhere, is connected to Ringo. You and I both know that he’s still around, probably laughing at us. Someone knows who he is.” 

      “And you think this could lead us to him?”

      “All I’m saying is it’s a way back in. Ringo’s not a small fish and he might not even use these people to staff his organization. But someone has to know who he is.”

      Ellie leaned forward and set her elbows on her knees, trying to subdue a budding sense of excitement. “Who else knows that you’re bringing this to me?”

      “No one.”

      “No one else?”

      “I’m not going to trouble Garrett with it. He can’t give us sanction to move internally. If I had something more substantial, he probably could. Since he can’t, that’s why I’m here.”

      “And you want me to look into it?”

      Mark’s mouth curved into a smile. “And I want you to look into it,” he repeated. “Unofficially, of course.” He looked back at her boat. “Unless, you know, you’re too busy.”
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      Ringo returned the picture to its spot on the bookshelf, the picture of the young girl with her father. They were behind the bait shop’s front counter, wearing goofy faces, their eyes sparkling with the energy of two people who loved being alive. 

      All the photos looked like that. She never did lose that spark. Not even at the end. But after the diagnosis, her father had. 

      Ringo adjusted his white fedora as the doorbell rang across the front of the mansion. He shut the door to the upstairs bedroom, walked down the hall, and slid his hand along the iron rail as he slowly descended the narrow spiral staircase. He came down to a room that resembled more of a cathedral than the living room that it was.

      The front door opened and greetings were spoken as Ringo made his way across the Spanish terracotta floor. Quinton Davis appeared beneath the archway wearing board shorts and a sleeveless Cubs T-shirt. The men exchanged smiles and Quinton took the single step down into the living room. They embraced. “You’ve been missed,” Ringo said. He motioned toward the couch and Ringo took the white, oversized chair on the other side of the coffee table. He surveyed his friend. “You look refreshed. Although you have more sunspots on that bald head of yours than when you left,” he said. “It makes you look older than you are.” Andrés and Chewy took seats, Andrés on the other end of the couch, Chewy in a wingback chair. 

      “Not all of us can pull off a fedora the way you can,” Quinton said.  

      Ringo drummed the tips of his fingers together. “You know they say sunspots are a disease of the soul bubbling up from inside.”  

      Quinton’s sinister smile indicated some form of agreement. “Thank you for understanding my need for extra time away. I know it was far longer than we had planned. But it was time for me to come back.”

      “I’m just sorry I couldn't come with you. How was Chicago?”

      Quinton waved him off. “I needed to go it alone. And Chicago was good. Wrigley was everything you would expect.” 

      “Good. We’ll talk later, you and I.” Ringo said. “For now, we should get to business.”

      The three men gave Ringo their attention. Ringo idly ran a palm back and forth across the chair’s arm. “I have made a decision that has not come easily,” he said, and looked at each man in turn. The atmosphere in the room suddenly thickened. “I’ll be leaving this business of ours and putting it behind me. For good.”

      He studied their reactions. Andrés’s eyes widened. Quinton raised his brow and slowly sat back into the couch cushion with a long sigh. Chewy presented no visible response. Not even a flick of the eye or a change in his breathing. Just a blank, unreadable stare. 

      Ringo waited for them to digest his words. Quinton was the first to speak. “It’s your family,” he finally said. 

      “It is.”

      Quinton nodded and ran his tongue across his teeth. Outside, the leaves of a banana tree rubbed gently against the window. “Then I won’t try to talk you out of it.”

      “If I continue down this path,” Ringo said, “there are some things, as you well know, that once you lose, you can never get back.”

      Andrés’s eyes seemed to droop with heaviness. So did his voice. “When?” he asked. 

      “Over the next couple weeks I’ll be turning things over to Quinton. I need to remain until we know how this new situation with Kyle Armstrong will resolve.”

      Quinton sighed deeply again. “Have you spoken with Aldrich about this?”

      “No.” 

      “He’s not going to like it.”

      “We did this for eight years without him. He can walk away anytime he wants.”

      Quinton shook his head. “He likes the money, the power, too much.” 

      “And that concerns me,” Ringo said.

      Quinton looked to his right. “Chewy?” Chewy’s eyes were locked on a marble ashtray atop the coffee table. He didn’t look up, just shook his head.  

      Ringo ran a hand across his mouth. “This will be hard on all of us.” 

      “We work well together,” Quinton said. “All of us. You’ve always been at the helm.”

      “When you and I entered into this,” Ringo said, “you were plodding through a swamp of grief. One of us needed to think clearly. So I took the lead. You’re just as capable at running this show as I am. Nothing should change, fundamentally. Ringo is greatly feared. But there has been a lot of heat lately. Whatever you do, you must keep the rules we established.”  

      Quinton nodded and ran his tongue across his teeth again.

      “Come down to the bar soon and tell us about your trip,” Ringo said. “Everyone over there has missed you.”

      “Certainly.”

      Ten minutes later, Quinton left to return to St. James City, a subdued Andrés and Chewy not far behind him, an appointment of their own to keep. Ringo stood looking out of the floor-to-ceiling windows at the magnificent green lawn, gardens, and the pool that was surrounded by a flagstone path and Cuban palms. He would miss this view, this place. Here he could allow a darker part of himself to flourish. A part of himself that remained hidden from the rest of the world.  

      But that wasn’t the hardest thing. In an unspoken way, Ringo had just told Chewy and Andrés that he was giving up one family for another, that they hadn’t made the cut.  

      Still, they would all work just as well together without him. And standing there, looking past the terrace and out toward the mighty Caloosahatchee River, Ringo rested in the surety that Quinton would do a fine job.     

      There was, however, only one problem. 

      Ringo did not know what had happened to Quinton while he was in Chicago. And now, Quinton was not sure he was going to tell him.
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      The warehouse in Cape Coral had been used as a storage facility for surplus lumber until it closed its doors at the turn of the millennium. Bob C. Mefford—and he had always used the C: “Hello, I’m Bob C. Mefford... Bob C. Mefford to see Mr. Ferris”—had been in the lumber business his whole life, callusing his hands early on by following his father’s example and spending his first six years out of high school as a lumberjack in the sawtimber forests of North Dakota. From there he moved into roles such as foreman and procurement manager before finishing up his career in the modest C-suite of a small cap logging company. He finally retired down to South Florida until the unhappy discovery that you could only collect so many seashells and play so much golf before you started to feel a little light between the ears. He loved lumber and he knew lumber, so for the last decade of his life he sourced and sold it surplus. Then, in 1998 Bob C. Mefford took ill and died of a faulty ticker. Nobody knew until he was in a fancy lumber box that he had been up to his earlobes in debt, that for the last five years Bob C. Mefford had been robbing Peter, Paul, and all the rest of the apostles, to pay for month-long trips with his wife to Brazil and South Africa and Sweden, to name a few. His banker, who never was paid on half a dozen loans, was heard quipping that the old man’s brain had quit before his heart. The banker just hadn’t known it at the time.  

      The fifty thousand square foot building and its nine-acre lot had sat vacant until six years ago, at which time Duncan Industries had grabbed it up. They never did any upkeep, however. At least not where the exterior was concerned. Large flakes of sun-baked paint were peeling off the walls like dry skin, and a chain link fence that separated the parking lot from the loading bays was rusted out, sections of it near to collapse. Short wooden posts threaded with steel cable formed the boundaries of the parking lot, a hard-packed dirt surface from which weeds happily grew at scattered intervals. An ancillary building made of unpainted clay bricks stood alone, nearer the parking lot, a single electrical wire running from a meter mast on the roofline to the main building twenty yards away. 

      Ellie observed through her Chevy’s windshield as down-and-outers slowly emerged from the darkness like wandering spirits and started to form the loose semblance of a line; people with bad debt to pay, empty stomachs, users looking for quick cash. The first to arrive stopped at the base of a short metal staircase that led up to an exterior door. Ellie glanced at the time. Twenty minutes before eleven. 

      Thirty-six hours ago, when Mark slipped Ellie the information on the warehouse, Ellie knew that he had done so with full knowledge that she wouldn't be able to stay away. Being released by the DEA had left Ellie experiencing a functional paralysis; wanting to keep moving forward but unable to do so. 

      Eventually, the DEA would go after Ringo. Tracking drug dealers and their sources was what they did. But as things currently stood, the local Fort Myers office, being subject to derelict leadership at the Miami division, was caught up in a perfect storm of misplaced priorities, underfunded budgets, and brown-nosing politics. Mark had given Ellie this new bit of information because their office wanted Ringo as badly as she did. If she could find anything substantial on Ringo, then Mark could get the agency to move against him.  

      A dullness crept into Ellie’s chest whenever she thought of her misstep with Eli Oswald. She had found Oswald, and she had found the man he had kidnapped and tortured. But what hadn’t stopped gnawing at her since was her failure to press Oswald for anything further about Ringo. His words, now a ghostly taunt, echoed through her mind: “Curtis seems to think that whoever Ringo is owns a business down in St. James City.” At the time she’d been so focused on finding Oswald’s kidnap victim. She also assumed she would have time to question him later and hadn’t pressed him any further on the matter. But now Oswald was dead and all that he had known about Ringo was gone with him. His buddy Curtis Smith still remained at large, not currently a resource. 

      A small skirmish had started in the center of the line. A few men wearing durags and baggy clothes were gesturing and laughing at an older man leaning into a crutch. One of them grabbed the old man by the shoulders and spun him around, then kicked his crutch out from under him. The agitators stood back, pointing and laughing. Ellie put her hand on the door handle, ready to jump out, to defend the old man and help him up. But then she removed her hand from the door. She wouldn’t risk being seen. 

      The old man struggled back to his feet, assisted by a middle-aged lady, his accosters snickering at him before turning back to each other and talking amongst themselves. 

      At exactly eleven o’clock the exterior door swung open and two men emerged, one holding a clipboard, one with enough muscle to act the part of a bouncer. Starting with the first in line, Clipboard Guy took names and, after scribbling each one down, allowed them to enter the building one by one. Ellie counted thirteen people before the man with the clipboard held up his hand and said something that made the line groan unhappily. Then he went inside, his larger associate following. The door was pulled shut and the rest of the line quietly dissembled, everyone going back to their homes, tents, or boxes.

      Ellie waited until darkness reabsorbed everyone before starting her truck and pulling out. Tomorrow night she would be homeless, in need of a job. 

      But first, a trip to the thrift store was in order.
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        Washington, D.C.

      

      

      The packet sat unwanted and undesired on his desk like it was yesterday’s lunch. Deputy Secretary of Energy Scott Reardon steepled his fingers beneath his chin and stared at the large white envelope into which he had just returned sixteen printed photos and a USB drive containing three audio files. 

      Someone had been tracking him, watching him. The photos were not of him simply getting into his car or walking up the drive toward his house. Rather, the photos had him at two different meetings this past month; one in Nevada, one in Croatia. The trips had been on his formal itinerary; the true content of the meetings, of course, had not. The first meeting had been with Bill Lollard, the Chief Technology Officer of Solaron Solutions, a clean energy corporation that specialized in storing energy created by intermittent sources such as solar and wind. The objective of Reardon’s brief visit with Lollard had been to secure oversight of specific power storage contracts, a move that would put him in control of the contract’s terms and fulfillment options. Illegal, yes. But Reardon had been putting his hand into the wrong cookie jars for most of his life. The second meeting with Venton Vesili had occurred across the Atlantic. The last fifteen years had seen Vesili systematically consolidating most of the energy rights in his country beneath his private control. His meeting with Vesili had been a bit less productive, with Vesili reluctant to continue having Reardon along for the ride. Reardon had already finalized a retaliatory course of action. By this time next week Vesili would be doing business with him, as well as cleaning up a very large mess. The audio captured from the meeting in Croatia was not very clear and, fortunately, would not make for a juicy sound bite for the media to use. On the other hand, the two audio clips from his meeting with Lollard would be a stick full of hand-spun cotton candy for the newscasters. They would eat it right up.   

      The photos could easily be dismissed as the Deputy Secretary of Energy conducting archetypal meetings with those at the forefront of global energy innovation and commerce. But the pictures did not stand alone. Reardon did not engage in off-the-books meetings without couching his language in cryptic terms—his own Newspeak, as it were. Nevertheless, the media, always looking for a new bone to pick the meat from, would cull his words. 

      His cold gray eyes fixated on the envelope as he considered the irony of its very presence. He had commissioned envelopes and packets just like this one dozens of times over the last three decades. Now, he supposed, it was his turn. 

      His recent move from the Defense Intelligence Agency into the Department of Energy had been strategic. After his predecessor had stepped down it didn’t take much maneuvering for the President to appoint Reardon to this new position. It afforded him the opportunity to be close to developing technologies and to forge new connections and relationships with those who were currently running the global energy markets, both existing and developing. The DOE was on the forefront of scientific research into new and innovative means of energy. Reardon wasn’t going to miss out on his share of the energy pie, a pie that had been, over the years, getting much larger. 

      His own path into the halls of power had been forged over thirty years ago when he was a summer intern for William Musgrove, the then governor of Indiana, at a time when Reardon was learning the advantages of being diligent and resourceful, idealistic and ambitious.

      He and his girlfriend at the time, Wendy Hooper—and what a red-headed hottie she had been—had just returned to Indianapolis from Elkhart, where he had taken her, an aspiring photographer, to the Ruthmere Mansion. She had wanted to try her new camera out on the home’s stone cartouches, marble piazzas, and hand-painted murals. As he thought back to that evening, Reardon remembered the camera being a Canon T90. Some might think it an odd bit of detail to recall, but then does a Powerball winner easily forget his winning numbers? 

      That afternoon the two of them roamed the manicured grounds and the mansion’s interior, and when the bottom of Wendy’s satchel was full of undeveloped film they left and rode the three hours back to Indianapolis bathed in golden light from the west. When they pulled up to her home, her favorite cousin, who had been studying in Barcelona for the past two years, came bounding down the front steps. Wendy squealed, flew out of the car, and, in a hurried fashion that left Reardon mildly agitated, told him she would see him tomorrow. Then she and her cousin, arms locked, giggled all the way up the steps and disappeared inside. 

      Reardon pulled off her curb and wove his way through the subdivision. Wendy’s neighborhood was a typical middle-class arrangement, and the fastest way back to Interstate 465 was to cut through Ridgeline Estates, a community of upper-class townhomes, each possessing more square footage than three average homes on Wendy’s street.    

      He braked at a stop sign, turned right, and continued down the street. A couple was sitting in a car, talking. Nothing unusual there, except that his heart thumped a little faster when he realized that he recognized one of them. And not just anyone. So he drove around the block again and came back down the same street for a second glance. 

      William Musgrove was in the driver’s seat of that car. 

      He stopped thirty feet in front of them and flipped his visor down. He had only begun his short internship with the governor’s office three weeks ago—at the end of the summer he would head to D.C. to kick off his first year at George Washington University—so the odds were slim-to-nothing that the old man would even recognize him. Reardon had only met the governor twice. He had begun to understand that unless one looked very much like the young lady sitting in the car with him or had the potential to write a fat check toward his next campaign, the good governor was quite apt to forget you.  

      But there was Musgrove, his ample weight forcing the struts to give on the front of the car, alone with a woman who wasn’t his wife and who looked fifty years younger than the man’s mother ought to be. Reardon knew for a fact the governor did not have a daughter, although the young lady he was chatting with certainly could have been. There was no harm, of course, in having a friendly conversation with another adult. Expect that a tiny voice far back in the recesses of his mind was whispering that there was something here to consider and maybe even something to document, and that perhaps the universe had just endowed a magnificent gift upon him. 

      Those, of course, were the mid-eighties, prior to disposable Kodaks, digital cameras, or smartphones—before your phone, your television, your music player, and your camera were all the same device. Nevertheless, out of some frantic, unconscious impulse, Reardon looked around for something, anything that could help him record the next several minutes (what was he going to find, an Etch A Sketch?). And that was when he saw Wendy’s camera on the floorboard of his Celica. He grabbed it up, checked the film tray. It was empty. He quickly searched through the car—glove box, between the seats, under the seats, console—and came up empty. Hot little Wendy had left him with a weapon and no ammo. So Reardon had done what any aspiring politician would. He eased off the curb with his head turned away, passed up their car, and, after turning at the next stop sign, gunned his Celica out of the neighborhood and down Avery Avenue until he saw the Buy-Go Mart on the other side of the street. He tore a U-turn at the intersection and double parked in front of the store, where a sign in the window said that everything but dishware was currently ten percent off. Ninety seconds later he was back in the car, speeding up the street while he unwrapped the film and loaded it into the camera. Another half mile and he was screaming back into Ridgeline Estates, and when he glanced into his rear view mirror he saw an older man who was watering his grass, raising a fist toward him, yelling something Reardon couldn't hear but could easily deduce. 

      He slowed again at the stop sign and approached where he had seen the Hoosier State’s leader. A genuine surge of excitement shot through him when he saw that they were still there, still sitting in the car talking. Five minutes later, just as Reardon was beginning to think that the tiny voice had misled him and his aspirational zeal had gotten the better of him, both doors opened at the same time and the governor stepped out into the fading sunlight. He quickly produced a flat cap and set it low over his forehead. Looking briefly around—completely missing his intern less than ten yards away—with his hand across the lower back of his lady friend, he led her toward the door.

      Reardon brought the camera up, watched the couple.

      Walking quickly up the steps hand-in-hand. Snap.

      Kissing in the living room. A living room with a fortuitously wide bay window. Snap.

      Upstairs and the governor glancing briefly out the window before shutting the curtains. Snap. Snap.

      The governor leaving an hour later, quickly walking down the steps with her standing in the doorway wearing a cotton bathrobe, blowing him a kiss goodbye. Snap.

      At the time, Reardon had only seen twenty-two summers and his hands were shaking as he focused the lens and clicked away; not for fear of being caught or because of the vulgarity of what he was witnessing, but out of sheer anticipation for what this was going to mean for his career. He took the film to an overnight lab and, in the morning when he went to pick them up, was nearly gleeful at the quality of the photos, seeing that he had been nearly out of daylight at the time. If politics ever fell through for him—and he knew now that it wouldn't—he could be a photographer. 

      He had to wait for his moment until late that afternoon. The governor had been out of the office the first half of the day, speaking to a group of high schoolers in Bloomington about the social benefits of maintaining the moral conscience of America. 

      Reardon waited until he got back and, after clearing five minutes with the governor with his secretary, he went in, shut the door, and thanked the governor for giving him a moment. 

      “Of course. Now, tell me, who are you again?” 

      “I’m one of your summer interns, sir. Scott Reardon.”

      “And what is it I can do for you?” 

      Reardon leaned forward and calmly set the photos on the desk. The governor picked them up and Reardon felt a surge of intoxicating adrenaline rush into him as the old man’s face registered the gravity of what he was holding. 

      “Where did you get these, boy?” he bellowed. 

      “I took them myself, sir.”

      To that, the confounded governor gave a pause that was longer than his belt. “And what are you planning on doing with these? Are these the only copies?” 

      “What do you think, sir?”

      “Son,”—the color in the governor’s face started to resemble that of a Red Delicious apple—“I’m not sure you understand the gravity of what you’ve just done. This is most inappropriate.”

      Reardon nodded. “I totally agree, sir. One hundred percent. I wonder just how inappropriate your wife will think they are. Or your constituents.”

      The governor stood, jammed a plump finger toward his intern. “Now I want you to leave and just forget all about this nonsense. You’re in way above your head, young man. And you are fired too. I don’t ever want to see your face again.”

      “No.”

      “I’m sorry?” 

      “I said, no. Get your ears checked, Governor. I’m not leaving. In fact, if you want to continue working behind this desk then you are going to do a few things for me.”

      Snap—Snap—Snap—Snap. And that was how Scott Reardon got his career. 

      The years followed, and he worked strategically up the political ladder, doing so with a rare kind of finesse. He added value wherever he went, often with great commitment and energy, even helping to advance the political ambitions of those he had dirt on. Including the likes of Governor Musgrove. Reardon interned again in Indianapolis the next summer, and even though the zipper-happy governor held no future benefit for Reardon (he had already spent the last year making the necessary connections in D.C.), Reardon made sure to lead a charge among young professionals for Musgrove’s re-election. It was an irony that the men that Reardon put under his thumb ended up very much liking him, even if they were a little nervous about it. Getting behind their cause, whatever it was, made them feel that Reardon was, somehow, on their side. 

      The first decade he had never asked for money. Never. Not once. Didn’t matter who it was. Early on he had only asked for heartfelt introductions. Politics was about who you knew and what they thought of you. At twenty-two, if Scott Reardon had known only one thing, it was that. But eventually he came to see how many men in power had spines made of jelly, and he began to utilize his knowledge of their lesser morality to accumulate more power, pushing through deals that ended with Reardon making a great deal of money. The kind of money the IRS knew nothing about. The kind of money that smeared invisible blood across your palms. 

      Reardon stood, stepped over to his window, and looked out. The James V. Forrestal Building, home to the U.S. Department of Energy, sat along Independence Avenue, and from his window on the fourth floor of the North Building, Reardon could see the Smithsonian Institution and the National Mall beyond. At least “We the People” were easily distracted. One day's political gossip was quickly forgotten by the next day’s tragedy. Still, he didn’t like the temporary attention or the internal audits this information would bring. Attention often meant nosy people started poking around corners they previously didn’t even know were there. It meant that the wrong people started asking the right questions.

      It wasn’t the leak that he was concerned about; it was who did the leaking—who had been following him, and why. Reardon went back to his desk and opened the middle drawer, reached in the back, and brought out an old cell phone manufactured fifteen years ago. He flipped back the cover and dialed. It was answered on the third ring. 

      “Tomorrow night,” Reardon said. “Ten o’clock under the oaks.” The line went dead, and, as he slipped the phone into the inside pocket of his suit jacket, his desk phone beeped and his secretary's voice came through. “Sir, I’ve got a Rita Simmons from Russia Today on line three. She said she was curious to know if you received the same information she did?”

      Reardon’s heart stopped. He sighed. “Put her through.” He sat back into his chair. Out of an unconscious habit, he adjusted his tie before snatching up the receiver. “Scott Reardon.”

      The lady at the other end introduced herself and then, “I want you to know that I am in possession of information that seems to have you working—how might you say it?—deals under the table.”

      “Is there a question, Miss Simmons?”

      “I would like to extend an invitation for us to meet tonight and offer you a chance to explain before we take this to the air.” 

      “I have no comment, Miss Simmons. Do what you will. I would, however, encourage you to ensure that you have your facts straight first. You of all people will know that you cannot have facts without context. Get the context wrong and your facts will be also.” Then he hung up. He would not meet with Rita. Doing so would, by its very action, indicate that he had something to defend, that the information she had been provided somehow needed to be cleared up, or that it even mattered enough for him to want to clear it up. No, she could run with her little story.   

      He would get out of this. It was only a hiccup. Still, he didn’t like hiccups, especially when they were about to be broadcasted on a major news network. He would make a few calls, and no one important would pursue it. The whole thing would fizzle out like a forgotten can of soda. And yet, it wasn’t going to run its course without his reputation taking a hit, and that was what really nagged at him. Public was never a good thing; not in his line of work, not where appearances were the most valuable of currencies. 

      Whoever had sent the packets had been smart, strategic; they knew just who could invoke the most damage. Had it been given to a major American network like Fox or NBC, Reardon would have had to make one brief phone call and it would have never made it on the air. It wouldn’t have even been filed at the bottom of some dusty drawer. It would have just disappeared. Justin Bieber, eight alarm apartment fires, bi-partisan politics, and live births of baby giraffes would continue to feed America’s incessant need for entertainment.

      A knock at his office door. 

      “Come.”

      Titus Clark stepped into the room. Clark, a former Army lieutenant, had functioned as Reardon’s personal assistant for the last eight years. He shut the door and walked across the polished wood floors. 

      “Sir, I know you’re dealing with this new situation, but I have some more bad news.”

      Reardon waved him on. 

      After they received the envelope earlier that day, Clark had spent nearly an hour searching his boss’s office for bugs or wires. He found nothing. Even so, he lowered his voice. “The...research team that you sent to Arizona. They didn’t make it.”

      “They were scheduled to be out there two nights ago. Why am I just now hearing that they didn’t arrive?”

      “No, sir. I don’t mean they didn’t get there. I mean they didn’t make it. They’re dead.”

      Scott Reardon was not a man to outwardly react. He had, long ago, made a habit of living behind an emotional shroud. But at this news an eye flinched and the edges of his nostrils rimmed white as they flared. His voice was steady, but behind his tie his heart had quickened. “Dead? Explain.”

      After sharing the facts as he understood them, Clark said, “The man who killed Miss Cornish…” He trailed off.

      “Out with it.”

      “Sir, it was Number Four on the list. It was Virgil.”

      Reardon’s eyes moved into slits. “How is that possible?”

      “We don’t know. Intelligence less than two weeks old had him in Panama.”

      “And where is he now?” Reardon asked. 

      “From what we’ve been able to dig up, Miss Cornish wounded him and also took out the driver of his getaway. Some old man living in a cabin in the woods. The truck flipped. It’s unclear at the moment who found Number Four. He was stabilized in Flagstaff yesterday morning and then flown out to Banner Hospital in Phoenix. That’s where he is now.” 

      Reardon slowly ran an open hand across his mouth. Finally, with his typical decisiveness, he said, “Move him up on the list. Get someone over to that hospital. Now.” 

      “Yes, sir. Should I green light anyone specific?”

      Reardon steepled his fingers beneath his chin and looked through, not at, his assistant. He nodded. “Yes. Yes, you should.”
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      Ellie stepped out from the cover of the dry dock building and walked across the wooden deck toward the bar. Her bright blonde hair shone in the September sun, and her sandals slapped quietly against her heels. Quinton Davis was still on a barstool, talking with Fu and Gloria, and Major was behind the counter replenishing the garnish tray with cherries, limes, and pineapples. A dish towel was draped across a shoulder. The bar’s tiki roof had been repaired, now made up of old and new palm fronds that made it look like the hut had received skin grafts. 

      When Ellie moved back to St. James City and bought her house on Lime Avenue, it had been Quinton who had come over and helped repair the motor on her boat lift. It was an unchangeable law of the universe that things started to fall apart as soon you purchased a home. Things that inspections showed to be sturdy and sound started to snap, burn out, or dislodge the moment your pen finished riding across that small mountain of paperwork. Quinton and Major had become friends as Ellie went into high school, but she hadn’t gotten to know Quinton very well before she went off to college. She knew that his daughter had died many years back and that Major had taken it very hard. Several months ago, Quinton had left on a trip to fulfill a promise he’d made to his daughter before she passed. That was all Major had offered up when she asked him about it, and Ellie felt like she would be guilty of emotional trespassing to inquire any further. 

      Ellie stepped in behind the bar, grabbed a glass, and filled it with water. “Hey, kiddo,” Major said. 

      “Hey,” she said. “Good having your friend back?”

      He pressed the lid back onto the garnish container and started rinsing his hands. “Yes,” he said quietly. “I’m glad, for his sake, it’s behind him.” 

      Gloria’s strong, bird-like nose dipped into her glass as she took a long sip of her piña colada. She motioned toward Ellie as she swallowed. “Oh, Ellie, Quinton was just telling us all about his trip to all the baseball stadiums.” She poked her husband in the shoulder. “Fu, we should go visit sometime.”

      Fu started to give his customary nod of agreement when he resettled himself on his barstool and a clatter ensued, followed by a thunk, and then a dissonant thump. Fu’s eyes widened and suddenly it looked like his face was dealing with a hard case of sunburn. Everyone followed his gaze down toward his feet. Or foot, rather. Fu’s prosthetic leg now lay on the deck, having made a successful retreat from his body. 

      “Oh,” Gloria said. She started to get up, but Quinton stopped her. 

      He stood up, bent down, and retrieved the leg. He set it on the bartop and looked at Fu. He rested a hand on his shoulder. “Sorry Fu, I know it’s hard to walk away from something like this.”

      The bar broke up and Gloria looked at her husband. “I keep telling you to get fitted for another one.” Fu nodded timidly and drained the last of his rum. 

      “We love you, Fu,” Ellie smiled, and Fu’s embarrassment seemed to wane. 

      Quinton returned to his stool, leaving the leg on the bartop where it sat like an irreverent table decoration. “Ellie,” he said, “I hear you’ve been quite busy since I’ve been gone.”

      Before she could answer, Gloria said, “Oh, she has. Ellie helped take down all these drug dealers. It was even in the paper. Well, not her name, of course, but the people she took down. She’s a local hero if you ask me.” Gloria beamed like a proud aunt.

      Quinton’s gaze drifted over to Major who briefly met it and then returned to wiping down the back counter.   

      “It’s a good feeling.” Wanting to get such attention off herself, she said, “Quinton, I walked over to the bait shop a couple times while you were gone. Abel seemed to be doing a great job holding things down for you.”

      “I’m lucky to have him. I couldn’t have been gone as long as I was without him.”

      “I hope your trip was healing,” Ellie said.

      Quinton looked at his beer and used his thumb to wipe a bead of sweat from the bottle. He ran his tongue across the front of his teeth. “Thank you, Ellie. It was. In ways I hadn’t expected.” He swiped at the bottle again. “You know, she would have been twenty-one this year. Could have sat here and enjoyed one of these with me.” His head shone in the early afternoon sun like an over-polished bowling ball, browning sunspots scattered across his scalp. He pulled out of it and smiled, stood up. “I’m sure I’ve got work to do.” The prosthetic limb still sat atop the bar. Quinton patted it and said, “It’s time we broke up. Don’t try to follow me.” Everyone chuckled as he said goodbye, and Fu stared thoughtfully at his leg.

      Ellie motioned toward the ceiling. “Major, we need to get some Christmas lights back in here. I hate to say it, but I think some poor fisherman is going to pull up the previous strings from the bottom of the Sound.”

      Major folded his arms and looked up. “Agreed. I’ll tell you what. I’ll get some today and you can hang them tomorrow.” He winked at her. She always felt safe when he did that. Like she wouldn't want to be anywhere else.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirteen

          

        

      

    

    
      A three-car collision on Veterans Parkway had Ellie in a short line of stand-still traffic for nearly twenty minutes, putting her at the warehouse as many minutes behind schedule. She parked her truck at a nearby bowling alley and negotiated the cracked and potholed side streets to the warehouse, entering the grounds through a cluster of photinia. Frustration crept through her when she counted over fifteen people already in line. She walked across the dirt lot and fell in line, bringing up the rear. She recognized a few people from the night before, all wearing the same worn clothing. Ellie wore cutoff jean shorts, a white tank top over a black bra, and worn, burgundy Doc Martens that laced up past her ankles. An hour ago she’d spent time in front of the mirror touseling her hair, overusing product, and rough-drying it, giving it a messy, unwashed look. 

      The evening was breezeless, dark, and quiet, the humidity bathing the night in a thick, unseen cloud of moisture that was drugging the night into sluggishness. Even the cicadas seemed tired, and the frogs and peepers had gone quiet.  

      The minutes ticked away, and more people fell in behind her, starting with a girl that Ellie took for no older than eighteen. Her face was thin, her blonde hair twisted into thick dreadlocks, some held together by thin silver clamps. Her eyes were tired, dark circles beneath them. She looked sad. Ellie caught her eye but said nothing and looked away. It was still ten minutes before the door was scheduled to open and more people came out of the shadows and extended the line. Ellie noted how quiet everyone was. There was no light banter, no conversation. Just a cough here and there, and a couple people mumbling to themselves.  

      It wasn’t long before snickering broke out behind her, followed by the girl in dreadlocks telling someone to knock it off. Then the girl pressed hard up into Ellie, forcing her to take a step forward into the woman in front of her. Ellie found her footing and turned around. Three young men, two white, one black, all matching in black jeans and durags were laughing. The shortest one, a heavy white man with a tattoo of praying hands on his neck, was poking at the girl in dreadlocks, laughing and making sexually charged comments. Behind him, his friends were still snickering. They were the same guys that had sent the man in crutches to the ground the night before.  

      The girl’s gaze was on her feet as she tried to ignore them. Her eyes said she was scared. 

      Ellie stepped out of the line.  She calmly addressed the instigator. “Hi. Would you mind leaving this young lady alone? Please.”

      The girl’s head lifted. 

      The shorter man snarled. “Get outta here. We ain’t done nothing.”

      “Can you just keep your hands to yourself? And your comments. That’s all I’m asking.” 

      He sized her up, his top lip curling. “I’ve never seen you before. And I know I would have remembered your pretty face.” 

      Ellie ignored him and returned to her spot in the line, just as the door swung open. The same man from last night—stocky with a thick goatee—stepped to the side. “Just your name,” he called out, and looked back to his clipboard. The strong man from last night was different, but his muscle still spoke over his silence. He surveyed the line indifferently and then took a step to the side until he was positioned against the doorframe. Ellie went up the steps and gave her name as Heather Smith. She listened as the girl gave hers: Abby Norton, and she was the last one allowed in. The men with durags didn’t make the cut. Ellie walked through the door and stepped off to the side as she had been directed. They were in a break room of sorts. A refrigerator was buzzing quietly in the corner. Old brown cabinets lined a wall, and a small table sat in the center of the room. 

      They allowed in fourteen people, one more than the night before. The two men came back in, and after the door was shut and locked they broke everyone into two groups of seven. The man with the goatee asked the first timers to raise their hands. Ellie’s hand went up along with two others. The man gave the room the rundown in a tired, monotonous voice, like he had given the same speech a thousand times. He probably had.

      The shift, he said, ended at 4:00 AM. A short break was allowed between one and two, and bathrooms were on the other side of the wall. No smoking inside. When the shift was over they would be escorted back here, paid, and sent on their way. And with that, the man led the way out of the break room and into the warehouse. They walked down an aisle of steel racks loaded with nondescript boxes before turning out into a main aisle and passing up large sorting machines and roller racks that extended out fifty feet. Beneath the rollers, strewn across the floor, were tiny paper cutouts the size of a dime. The man stopped and motioned toward Ellie’s group. “Tonight you’ll start with sweeping up. Brooms and bags are against that wall over there. When you’re done with that, there are loose boxes on row twenty-three that need to be stacked and set over by the cardboard compressor. Someone will be by to check on you later. Just one minute.” The man walked over to the concrete tilt wall where a laminated chart was stuck to the wall. He grabbed a black marker that was hanging from a string, removed the cap, and jotted a note on the chart. 

      Abby came up beside Ellie and spoke softly. “Thank you for your help outside,” she said quietly.

      “Of course,” she smiled. “We girls have to stick together.”  

      The man finished writing on the chart and told the second group to follow him. Abby fell in line, and they disappeared around a cluster of parked forklifts. A couple of people walked toward the brooms with a confident gait that told Ellie they had done this before. Ellie followed them over and grabbed one.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fourteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Virgil stared groggily at the ceiling tiles. Two of them, both near the television mount, held brownish water stains. The nurse had just left, saying she would return with a doctor. Her perfume lingered behind. The scent of crushed gardenias caused the ceiling tiles to dissolve into vivid images of Panama and Lupita: she with her hair, black as a crow’s feather, cascading around her neck and her shoulders and her breasts. He could feel the crown of her head tucked beneath his chin, the warmth of her body against his as they sat in the grass and watched the sun disappear behind the canistel trees and the sandbox trees and the wild cashews. Virgil could see her hand on his thigh and the ring that she had let him slip onto her finger. He could see her in the kitchen, her black eyes glistening like polished ore as she held up the white veil her mother had stitched for the upcoming ceremony. 

      The door to his room opened and Lupita vanished. Two doctors entered, followed by his nurse. They approached his bed and one of the doctors introduced himself as Dr. Jensen. “How are you feeling?” he asked. 

      Virgil smiled. “First time I’ve ever fallen off a moving golf cart.”

      “A jokester. That’s a good sign. Well, we want to give you an update on your situation. Are you up for that?”

      An extreme drowsiness suddenly rolled over Virgil. He responded with a half-nod.  

      The doctor handed his clipboard to the nurse. “A hiker found you out near Flagstaff early this morning. You were in a bad auto accident and…” The doctor drew a pause. “You were also shot in two areas, three times. Before the accident, it seems. Do you remember any of that?”

      “I do.”

      “The doctors watched him as if they expected him to say more. When Virgil said nothing else, he went on. “After you were airlifted here to Phoenix we had you in surgery for nearly three hours. We stitched your shoulder up and your collarbone. We screwed in a clavicle plate and have you set up to receive bone grafts.”

      “And my knee?” Virgil asked.

      “To be frank, your knee is the worst off. We have you scheduled for a knee replacement early tomorrow afternoon.”

      Virgil nodded, sighed, and stared at the end of the bed. 

      “As you can see, we have your left arm in the sling. It’s snug to prevent any jostling. Your left knee is in a ROM brace to keep it immobile.”

      “Do you have any questions?” the other doctor asked.

      “No. I don’t suppose I do. Thank you for the update.”

      “I’m sure you’ll have some later. Just ask your nurse.”

      Virgil suddenly felt like he could not stay awake any longer. His eyelids closed halfway, popped open, and drooped again, like they were bobbing on a wild ocean. “The morphine will help you sleep,” Dr. Jensen said. “Before we leave, we do need to get some information from you.” The nurse handed him back his clipboard. “What is your name?” Dr. Jensen asked.  

      Here we go. Virgil forced his eyes open. “I can’t give you that.”

      The doctors exchanged curious glances. “I’m sorry, you...can’t give us your name?”

      “Correct.”

      “And why is that?”

      “I can’t say.”

      Dr. Jensen’s brows lowered. “Sir, we’re doing our best to help you here. But we’re going to need some personal information from you.” 

      “Not allergic to any meds. History of diabetes on my dad’s side of the family. But he doesn’t have it and neither...neither...do I.” 

      Then, like someone had thrown a switch, Virgil’s eyes closed, and drowsiness lured him back into sleep.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fifteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Dark gray clouds had formed overhead, blocking out large portions of the sun and creating grayish patches across the surface of the water. But the clouds were false in that they held no rain.  

      Quinton stood behind the wheel of his Stingray as he ran it up through Pine Island Sound at fifteen knots. He breathed in deeply, filling his lungs with air that was ripe with salt, and felt as though an electric current was charging his veins. He was at home on the water and had recently concluded that spending months away from the ocean was just plain unhealthy.  

      He passed up Captiva Rocks before arriving at the fishing shack. Of the eight shacks still in existence, just two remained in private hands. Quinton’s grandfather—the only one who had not been married to a liquor bottle—happened to inherit one of them years ago. Before he died he deeded it over to Quinton, his only grandchild who had done something with his life. The shack was not the most practical of endowments, but he and Katrina would come out a few times a year and fish off the deck or camp out over a weekend. Earlier this year Quinton had decided to make an effort at overdue repairs. Most of the floorboards were soft and rotted out from years of imbibing the thick moisture coming off the water below. He replaced corrugated steel panels that had rusted out and begun to let the rain waters in. The door hinges had rusted out, and one of the small window panes had shattered. Just how, he didn’t know, but the odds favored an unfortunate seagull. 

        Quinton shut off the engine and tied off on the short dock. Using both hands he lifted the heavy air compressor/power generator and heaved it onto the dock. He didn’t have a lock on the door. He never had seen a need for one. Only a couple times had he found a few empty beer cans laying inside, but no one had ever damaged the place. He opened the door and walked the compressor inside, set it down on the sturdiest floor board. He surveyed the small space and was pleased with the condition in which he had left it. All that was left to do was to repair the floor planks. He walked cautiously to the other end of the room, careful to avoid the weaker planks and soft spots so his foot didn’t fall through and take him down with it. He ran his fingers across an old gray 2x6 that stood out against the newer ones. This one would always remain. Katrina had carved her initials into it, and it seemed to fill the space like a tombstone created before its time.  

      Quinton was twenty-seven when Mary-Anne got pregnant, and that late July evening when he found out, he would have hugged her, or kissed her, or taken her out for dinner, but she ruined such a possibility by throwing a still-wet pregnancy test at him when he was on the couch, clutching a Milwaukee's Best and watching South Park. There he was, growing more anxious by the minute, wondering if the end of the world was upon them and if he shouldn't think about stockpiling water and food and guns, when the pregnancy test nailed him in the cheek and clattered to the floor. He was rearing up to scream at Mary-Anne when his eyes caught the test strip straddling the aluminum strip that formed the edge of the living room carpet and the kitchen linoleum. 

      “Mary-Anne?” His voice was soft. “Is that what I think it is?”

      “Well, you’re damn right it is! It sure ain’t a popsicle stick.”

      He reached down and picked it up while wiping Mary-Anne’s urine off his cheek with the back of his other hand. He held it in front of him and when he squinted he saw two blue lines. He didn’t know if it was one line or two that meant that there were now millions of diapers in his future, but given Mary-Anne’s current state of agitation, he went on ahead and assumed it was two. 

      He slowly sank back into the couch, still holding the plastic stick, his heart thumping, his eyes dilated with a strange combination of both terror and exuberance. Mary-Anne had been on the pill. Quinton had never really entertained the idea of being a parent. “A father,” he whispered, almost reverentially. 

      And it was in that defining moment that he felt a sudden urge to grow up. To quit being lazy and addicted and irresponsible. He blinked, and suddenly he discovered that he wanted to be the kind of man that could raise a child who wouldn’t flunk out on life. Quinton’s pedigree boasted a long line of what the bourgeois masses liked to label “white trash”; that social strata which conjured up images of Confederate flags, missing teeth, mullet haircuts, and run-down trailer parks. He couldn’t have picked out two men on either side of the family who weren’t drunks or on welfare, and any sociologist or geneticist would have pegged Quinton as a textbook case of what it looked like to repeat the cycle.

      But the fates were stirred the night he got whacked in the face with a pregnancy test. 

      Mary-Anne was screaming at him like a crazed witch, and years later, whenever he would think back on that night, Quinton could never remember what it was she had said. All he could see were her raging eyes, an accusatory finger wagging fiercely at him, her voice shrill like the cry of a captured whale. 

      He spent the next eight months listening to Mary-Anne gripe and moan and complain.    But nearly halfway through the pregnancy, when they found out it was a girl, Quinton wept. He actually wept. His girl was making him a better man, and she wasn’t even born yet. 

      In the end, four months after the birth, when Katrina was wailing at two in the morning, Mary-Anne kicked the covers off, packed a bag, and was gone. She never called, never came by, and never saw either one of them again. Quinton picked up his screaming infant and leaned back against his bed’s headboard, rocking her, telling her with scared tears running down his face that everything was going to be all right. He even sang it to her in his best Jamaican accent—Ev’ry little ting's gonna be all right—and it worked. Katrina stopped her screaming, stared wide-eyed into the dark, and finally fell asleep in her daddy’s arms. 

      Soon after, he opened up the bait shop off Monroe Canal and made something of himself. He didn’t earn much, but it was theirs, and it paid the bills. He wasn’t a bum anymore. 

      When Katrina died right in front of her father, it had unmade him. It left him diminished. He had always thought that a parent losing a child was the kind of thing that happened to nameless people on page three of the newspaper. It was supposed to happen to someone else. Always someone else.

      Those first few months after the funeral everyone was kind and understanding. They would ask him how he was, if there was anything they could do to help. But quickly, all that blew out to sea. Everyone got back to their lives and seemed to suppose that he had too. The raw slap of that first year of grief had been the unexpected experience of everyone else moving on. Her death had left him to live a life with no exclamation marks left in it. 

      But then Warren Hall had come to him and told him about a new business he had been working on. A business that they could work on together. A business that would allow them to save children’s lives. And that was when Quinton decided to continue living. You either died choking on the ashes of your grief or, like a phoenix, you rose up out of them to become something new entirely. The catch—and there was a catch—was that, unlike the fabled phoenix, Quinton had risen up only to realize that he now had something more akin to scales instead of feathers. 

      At Quinton’s suggestion, Warren had taken the name Ringo. Warren had introduced Kat to The Beatles when she was a young thing, and she fell in love with them. Ringo Starr was her favorite, and she never got tired of watching Warren play the drums in his upstairs bedroom. He’d put an overstuffed bean bag in the corner where she would sit observing and giggling when he tried throwing a drum stick in the air and missed the catch.  

      It was in the midst of those carefree years when Kat, as she watched the Cubs, looked over at her father and proposed, in that eternally optimistic way that seven-year-olds do, that they go away for a few weeks that summer and see a few games in person. 

      So they did. And along the way they decided to skip Wrigley Field, do another six stadiums next summer, and repeat the cycle until they visited all thirty ballparks, saving Wrigley for last. Every summer they stole away for six weeks and drove across the country until they were down to the final six ballparks.  

      And then Kat fell ill. Two months later she was dead. 

      But he had finally fulfilled his promise, and it was every bit as difficult as he thought it would be. Walking up to Wrigley Field he thought he would have to turn around and find a gutter to throw up in. But he didn’t. He walked through the metal detectors and the turnstyles and found his seat in center field. The seat next to him sat empty, its ticket stub in his pocket. When it was all over and he was walking back to his hotel, he discovered that he was happy, like a pair of rusty manacles had fallen from his wrists, or some overworn burden from his back. His soul didn’t feel bent over any longer. He decided that he wanted to stay, that he wanted to return for tomorrow’s ball game.

      And it was that very next day, the day he met Zeke Beaker, that everything started to change. Before he left on his trip, Quinton would have never entertained the ideas that were proposed to him while he was in Chicago. Looking back now he could see what the fertilizer had been, what had helped to bring him to a such a radical decision. And he supposed that in some way he had his friend Chewy to thank for it.

      Five months ago, after he was all packed for his trip, Quinton had gone to the mansion to say his goodbyes. That afternoon, Quinton had been in the kitchen, sipping a Pepsi and eating a BLT, when Chewy walked in and tossed something into the trash. It looked like a plastic CD cover, and it was just sitting there on top, so Quinton grabbed it up and, while working at his sandwich, evaluated it. 

      “Larry Lawrence Live in Salt Lake City,” he said aloud, in between bites. The album cover featured a large man with unnaturally blonde hair. He was wearing a purple suit and smiling like he had a delicious secret. A yellow starburst covered half of Larry’s right leg, inset with the words ‘Don’t Delay, Listen Today!’ 

      “Why are you throwing this out?” Quinton asked. “I thought you liked all these guys. Prophets of personal power. That’s what you call them, isn’t it?” 

      Chewy’s deep voice boomed across the room, bouncing off the exposed rafters high above. “Larry Lawrence is poison.”

      “How so?”   

      Chewy pulled up a chair and sat down. “Larry Lawrence is the used car salesman of personal power. If he were a movie actor, he would be at the bottom of the B list.”

      “So he’s corny? I can tell that by the cover. But that doesn’t mean he’s poison. Right?” 

      Chewy shook his head like a frustrated teacher. He drummed his fingers on the table top, seemingly in no hurry to answer. After a long minute Quinton thought maybe he wasn’t going to. But finally, “The key to personal power is taking responsibility, choosing to stop blaming your present reality on circumstances or other people. Larry Lawrence has gained a following by preaching that other people owe you a debt, that society is to blame.” He motioned toward the CD case sitting on the table. “He says on there that we owe no one anything. He says to go out and get what we want, however we want. That kind of thinking incubates irresponsibility and hate. And irresponsibility and hate are destructive.”  

      A few minutes later, after Chewy left the kitchen, Quinton slipped the CD into the travel bag sitting at his feet.

      Surely Larry Lawrence wasn’t all bad.
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      Virgil had woken a half hour ago. The clock on the wall showed 11:10 in the morning. His nurse informed him that investigators from downtown had been notified and that they would be arriving soon. Then she proceeded to ask him the same question the doctor had posed to him the night before. “Can I get your name?” 

      “No. I can’t give you that.”

      Her expression said she was none too amused. “They said you might be like this.”

      “I’m not trying to be difficult. I promise.”

      “Well, honey, you don’t have to try. I’ve been here all night and the first time we speak you won’t even give me your name.”

      He managed a weak smile and a solid wink. “I like your hair, Linda.”

      “Won’t give me his name but finds enough words to flirt with his nurse,” she said to her clipboard. But there was a smile behind her eyes. “I’ll be back in a bit to check on you.”

      “Thanks, Linda.”

      When he closed his eyes again he saw Faraday staring back at him with that empty, soulless gaze that made his insides shudder. He opened his eyes and found himself staring at the ceiling again. He found a third water-stained tile. 

      He couldn’t stay here. Whoever had commissioned Faraday would not drag their feet in sending someone else to finish what she started. They would come for him. Soon. 

      He looked over where the phone should be. The hospital staff had removed it from his room, stating that hospital policy forbid forensic patients access to communication during their stay. Two contract security guards were stationed outside his door, and whenever he moved his right foot the cuff chain rattled. 

      A dizzy spell spun his thoughts, and he focused on the wall in front of him. He kept seeing her face: Faraday's callused expression and those empty eyes. All of the king’s men put me back together again. Is that what she had said? That someone had paid a ransom for her? But what had they done to her? The person he killed out on that dusty mountain road wasn’t the Faraday he remembered at all. The old Faraday had been light-hearted and carefree. Virgil had trained and worked alongside her for years. She and Pascal—Ellie—had been like his own sisters. What he had seen two nights ago resembled more brainwashed machine than human. Someone had gotten into Faraday's head. If he couldn’t find a way out of here then they would get him too. And all the rest of them. 

      The area around Virgil’s knee was sending hot throbs of pain up into his thigh. He started to press the button on his morphine drip and paused. If he was going to find a way out of here he needed to do it now. His old training meant that he could push through pain better than grogginess. As it was, he figured he had enough morphine in his system to give him at least a half hour before the pain became incapacitating.  

      Virgil looked toward the window. His room was on the fourth floor and the windows were full-panel; nothing to slide up or away. It didn’t matter. In a healthy condition he might consider finding a way to get it loose and make a rope out of sheets and towels. But he was certainly in no condition to attempt that. He’d end up a pile of ravioli on the landscaping. 

      The next option wasn’t much better. 

      Virgil spent the next several minutes honing his breathing, gaining control of his mind. He was going to have to pull this off with one arm and one leg, hovering somewhere between grogginess and undermedicated.  

      Might as well bet on the Browns winning the Super Bowl, he thought. 

      Still, he had to try.
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      Ringo’s Mercedes coasted along the old country road beneath a canopy of dark clouds. When he rolled down the window, fresh, cool air poured in, charged with the promise of rain. He slowed and turned off onto a dirt road where a slash pine and two banana trees grew together at the corner. He went on another mile and turned into a small clearing hedged in barbed wire. Aldrich was leaning against the back bumper of his Camry. His arms were crossed. Ringo pulled in next to him and unlocked the doors. Aldrich got in and shut the door. Ringo lifted a cigar from his shirt pocket. He lit a match and set it to the end of the cigar. He puffed at it until the tip glowed orange and smoke curled into the canopy. 

      “I don’t like it,” Aldrich said. 

      Ringo blew a ring of smoke out of the window and watched it break up as it drifted away from the car. “You’re free to walk away.” 

      “I don’t understand why you have to choose.”

      “When life gives you lemons, you sell cocaine. I have no more lemons to speak of. My life, for now, is all roses. I have no desire to torch the flower garden.”

      “We have a good thing going here.”

      “And your cousin will have the helm. Nothing will change for you.” 

      “If you’re leaving then I want a bigger cut.”

      Ringo smiled over the cigar clenched in his teeth. “Quinton never told you?”

      “Told me what?”

      “I don’t take a cut. Never have.”

      “What?”

      “I’m not keen to repeat myself.”

      Aldrich rubbed at the back of his neck. “Well, either way. I still want a bigger cut.”

      “You’ll have to take that up with your cousin.”

      “So that’s it?” Aldrich said. “You’re just walking away? Just like that?”

      “And why do you care?”

      Aldrich shrugged. “I just don’t like the change. I have a lot to lose too, you know.”

      “And yet, you won’t step away.”

      The car was silent for several moments. “No, I don’t suppose I will.” 

      Ringo inspected his cigar. “Guyana,” he said, “is a small country on the North Atlantic coast of South America.”

      “I’m familiar.”

      “Do you know, Aldrich, that deep within its rainforests there are people known as the Katowami? They are uncontacted, indigenous Indians who abide in clay huts and cover their nakedness with loin cloths made from the dried leaves of the rubber tree. Each year, their version of a shaman works a tattoo beneath the skin of every male. A small line the thickness of pencil lead and the length of a trimmed fingernail. They do this even to the babies. When a man has received twenty of these marks across his back he is given a sharp stone fashioned from volcanic rock and is sent alone to a predetermined place in the rainforest. There he makes a fire and rubs red clay across his face and his genitals and chants to the gods of his ancestors. When the night comes he takes that stone, lays his right arm across the exposed root of a ceiba tree, and proceeds to cut his arm off at the elbow.” Ringo took another slow draw off his cigar. He closed his eyes and breathed out. “Each male over the age of twenty lives the rest of his life with an arm and a half. Would you like to know why they do this?”

      “Sure, Ringo.”

      “In generations past, the men of the tribe used to rape their women. The men, as a whole, were sexually violent toward their females. When their babies began to die in childbirth they went and inquired at their shaman. The shaman reported that the spirits were angry because they had chosen the females of the tribe to bear forth the spirits in human form and that the men must cease from their abuse. By cutting off half of an arm they made it so that a woman could resist a man full of inordinate desire. And this, a tribe that had never heard the words of Jesus: ‘If thy hand offend thee, cut it off.’” Ringo smiled. “Perhaps you’re wondering why I’m telling you this.”

      “I’m listening.”

      “Aldrich, I see that you’re close to becoming a Katowami male with two good arms. Your ambitions will lead you into power struggles that will be difficult to come back from. If you continue down this path you won’t like where you end up. Of all of us, you are in the most precarious position of all.”

      “If that was just the long way of telling me that I need to watch where I step then consider your point received.”

      Ringo chuckled. It was deep and guttural and its sinister resonance sent an icy track down Aldrich’s spine. “For someone as smart as you are,” Ringo said, “you can be a bit slow to catch on. No, I was not—am not—telling you to watch where you step, Aldrich. I’m not speaking to your actions. I am addressing your soul. You desire too much and for all the wrong reasons. There was only one reason I allowed you to come on with us. And you know what that reason was.”

      “Thanks, Ringo, but I think I can take care of myself.”

      Ringo ignored him. “The scales of your morality tilt too heavily toward the wrong side. In the modern world we call that greed. The Greeks called it avarice. The Hebrews referred to it as covetousness. In the last days of the Roman Empire, when they had reached the pinnacle of decadence, they were calling it glory. Be careful that your shame does not become your glory.” 

      Aldrich absently worked his jaw as he stared out the windshield. “I wish you well with your rose garden.” With that, he opened the door and stepped out into fat raindrops that had just begun to fall.
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      Virgil looked down on the sling covering the right side of his body. He sighed slowly through his nose and pressed the call button. 

      A minute later Linda entered, followed by one of the guards. “Do you need something?” 

      He grimaced. “I think...I felt something warm down my left side. I don’t know if I’m bleeding or not.” 

      “Let me check,” she said. She came over and started to lift up the collar of his gown. 

      “No, I’m sorry. I meant my right side. Sorry, still a little fuzzy.”

       “Okay.” Then she did what he had anticipated—what he had hoped. Rather than moving to the other side of the bed, she simply leaned across him and reached over, lifting the top of his gown and assessing his bandages. Virgil reached around her and plucked out a bobby pin from the back of her hair. A brown strand fell down her neck and she brushed it aside. The guard had not noticed. Her body was in the way. 

      “I don’t see anything,” she said, and stood back up. “You’ve been through an ordeal so you might feel things that aren’t there for the next few days as your body starts to heal.”

      “Of course. Sorry for the hassle.”

      “Do you need anything else before I leave?”

      “Yes. Can I get some help to the bathroom, please?”

      She frowned. “With the nature of your injuries and the amount of blood they had to give you, I think the doctor would prefer you to use the bedpan. At least for the next day or so.”

      “Linda,” he smiled weakly at her. “I’m about fifty years out from using a bedpan. Really. Please.”

      She looked unsurely at him, started to protest, but then paused and nodded. “One moment.” She went to the door, opened it, and walked out. The guard remained in the room. A couple minutes elapsed before she returned with a wheelchair. She rolled it up to the bed and unlatched the side rail, then looked at the guard. “Would you mind helping me get him into the wheelchair?”

      “Of course.” He addressed Virgil. “I’ll uncuff your ankle from the bed, but I’ll need to secure it to the wheelchair.”

      Virgil offered up a sneer. “You know one of my knees is kaput, right? Afraid I might out hobble you?”

      “Sorry, protocol.” The guard, whose metal name plate read ‘White’, came to the foot of the bed and unlocked the cuff from the bedframe. Linda pressed several buttons on the monitors and disconnected the wires that ran to leads on Virgil’s chest. She removed the oxygen clamp on his finger. “You’ll need to take your IV in with you,” she said, the line of which ran to a PICC on the top of his hand. After she helped Virgil sit up, he swung his legs off the bed. The guard assisted Linda in getting Virgil into the wheelchair. “How are you doing?” Linda asked. “If it’s too much then don’t do it.”

      A false confidence spread across his face. “I’m great.”  

      The guard secured the loose cuff to the wheelchair. “There’s enough slack on the chain for you to move from the chair to the toilet.”

      Linda wheeled him into the bathroom, pulling the IV pole with them. “Do you need help getting on the commode?” 

      Virgil started to shake his head, but a wave of weariness washed over him. The morphine still had him drowsy and a little nauseous. He would have to push through. If he could. If not, he was sure he would be dead by the end of the day. “I’ll manage, really.”

      Her frown said she wasn’t convinced. “I think you’ll need some assistance.”

      “I’ve got it, really.” He tapped the top of his right thigh. “Still have a perfectly good leg. If I have any trouble, I’ll have Mr. White here come get you.” 

      “All right,” she conceded. “But if you pop any stitches I’m going to get a talking to for letting you out of bed. Don't you go putting any weight or pressure on your left leg. None at all. And watch your shoulder,” she added.

      “I’ll be careful. I promise,” he said, feeling bad enough that, if his plan worked, she was going to get a talking to for a lot more than a few torn stitches. 

      “Just let Mr. White here know when you’re done, and I’ll come help you back to the bed. There’s an alarm cord right here you can pull for help if you start getting dizzy.”

      “Thank you.”

      No sooner had she shut the door than Virgil gently pressed in the lock on the door handle, trying as best he could to cover the soft click with a cough. He produced the bobby pin, bent it outward, and placed an end in his mouth, then worked the soft plastic nipple off with his teeth until the thin metal tip was exposed. He leaned over, but as he reached for the cuffs at his feet his vision started to swim and a high-pitched ring started in his ears. He sat back up. After breathing several controlled breaths he tried again. 

      Police-issued handcuffs operated on a ratchet system, utilizing a metal lever that sat over the teeth. Where the ratchet and teeth began to meet there was a tiny hole—enough room to slip in something thin and narrow and release the internal lock up from the teeth. Virgil had the cuffs off in twenty seconds and quietly tucked them into the inside edge of the wheelchair. Grabbing the edge of the sink counter he heaved himself up and out of the chair. A hot pain shot up through his bad leg. He grimaced through clenched teeth. 

      He looked up. I hope the Browns win the Super Bowl this year.  

      Besides the toilet there was a shower with no bathtub ledge and the small counter that held the sink. He grabbed the edge of the formica counter and tested it by pulling and pushing on it. When it gave slightly from the pressure he decided he didn’t trust it to hold all of his two hundred and fifteen pounds. He had one shot at this and he wasn’t going to go tumbling onto the hard tiled floor because of bad judgment.  

      That left the toilet, whose chromed flush valve stood out from the wall. Virgil disconnected the IV line from the PICC on the top of his hand and then removed the sock from his right foot. He grabbed the wheelchair for support and navigated his good leg onto the edge of the toilet seat before setting his weight into it and carefully standing up. The ceiling was now just two feet above his head. Balancing himself on one foot he reached up, pushed on a tile, and slid it back over its neighbor. He repeated the same thing for the next tile. Working as quickly as he could he slipped a towel off the chromed bar and, reaching up, wrapped a portion of it around the thin metal strip of the steel ceiling grid. Then he wrapped his fingers around it the way an eagle's talons grip its prey and pushed off the toilet with his good leg while using his arm to pull up.  

      His foot found the top of the flush valve and as he set all his weight into it the piping groaned inside the wall. A knock came at the door and Virgil froze. “Hey, you doing okay in there?” It was the guard.

      Virgil leaned down to get his head a little closer toward the door and when he did a wave of nausea soured his stomach. He gagged and coughed. He brought his head back up and swallowed hard. “Yeah...fine,” he grimaced. 

      “All right.”

      His chest rose and fell as he took in a couple deep breaths. The nausea stayed with him as he leaned his head against the wall and reached up to feel along the top ledge, which ended several inches above the ceiling grid. The steel girders which formed the base structure for the floor above were a couple feet above that. Enough space for him to slide beneath them. Enough space for this to possibly work. If, that is, he could get up there. 

      He wrapped his large hand over the top of the ledge of the wall and got a firm grip. Then he pushed off the toilet valve and immediately set the ball of his foot against the wall for leverage. As his arm took most of his weight his spine crackled, as though it was the only reasonable voice present to object to his intended course of action. The veins in his neck corded as he strained upward, and his eyes bulged with a fixed intensity as he pulled with his arm and kept pushing off the wall enough to get his foot incrementally higher up the wall. 

      He was halfway there. All he had to do now was to give himself one final pull, but hard enough so he could get his forearm clutched around the other side of the ledge. His bicep and lat felt as if they had turned into liquid fire, and it took every ounce of self control he could find to keep from grunting loudly against the burn in. Virgil wasn’t out of shape. He may have spent the last couple of years running a charter in Panama, but that didn’t mean he had given his body over to a lifestyle of overdrinking and overeating. Still, at this moment Virgil was cruelly reminded that his physical strength was underperforming what it would have if he were still with TEAM 99. 

      Facing the wall, he readied himself, and, pushing himself off with his foot a final time, he pulled up and shot his forearm over the ledge. His chest and shoulders hit the top of the wall, and he nearly screamed from the pain. He winced and couldn't hold back a groan. Below him, his foot was searching frantically for purchase. When it found the wall again he rolled his good shoulder downward and brought his torso on the top of the narrow, five inch ledge. Then, still using his forearm, he dragged himself across the ledge until his bad leg was now up there with him in the ceiling and he was lying fully horizontal. Virgil closed his eyes and took a minute to catch his breath. A bead of sweat ran down a temple and tracked down his neck. He knew time was against him, so he cut the break short and slowly, awkwardly, painfully, backed himself up inch by inch, until his head was over where he knew the toilet in the next bathroom would be. He reached out and plucked up a tile from his neighbor’s bathroom ceiling. As he did so some of his weight shifted from the right side of his chest onto his bad shoulder. He could hear stitches pop and tear along his shoulder and it was only the small amount of morphine that was still in his system that kept him from passing out from the stabbing nature of the pain. He grimaced hard and blinked a trickle of sweat from his eyes. 

      He looked down. His neighbor’s bathroom was empty, its door open a few inches. All he could hear was the low cheering of a crowd coming from the television. With his luck, the room would be full of a dozen people representing five generations, all huddled around the bed as they waited for the family patriarch to pass.  

      He pivoted on top of the wall and clumsily maneuvered forward along the narrow ledge until his feet were over the opening he’d created in the next bathroom’s ceiling grid. Grabbing the top edge of the wall again, he lowered himself down inch by burning inch, reversing the manner in which he had come up. With vessels in his neck and forehead pulsing and his heart nearly pounding out of his chest, Virgil extended his arm as far as he could and then he let go. His foot landed in the center of the toilet lid. He quickly steadied himself by resting his hand on the wall. After taking a few moments he bent over and grabbed the toilet valve, then awkwardly transitioned from his foot to his backside. 

      He sat down, leaned forward, and took in deep lungfuls of oxygen. He reached out and grabbed the small counter for support. His vision started to blur and he could feel a warm patch of fresh blood oozing from his shoulder and soaking into his sling. 

      He didn’t feel right. Not right at all. His eyes found a single thing to focus on—the corner of one of the floor tiles—while he tried to subdue the nausea. It didn’t help. He could almost hear his brain communicating with his stomach, betraying him, telling it to let it all go. 

      No. NO. 

      Virgil knew then that he had overexerted himself. That he wasn’t getting out of here. He leaned forward, lacking even the energy to swivel toward the shower. Cold shivers ran beneath his skin. His stomach entered a slow forward roll, and while its contents sprayed haphazardly over the floor he wondered just how they would kill him. 

      
        
        ____________________

      

      

      Down the hall, the elevator doors opened and a tall, well-built man with a thick but well-trimmed red beard stepped out. He nodded at a pretty female nurse as he passed the station and offered a charming grin. He wore gray slacks and a blue dress shirt, open at the neck. He stopped at room 417, the door whose name card read ‘John Doe’. He removed his wallet from his back pocket and flipped it out. His badge glistened under the halogens. 

      “Detective Howell here to see the patient.” 

      The guard took a cursory glance at the badge and handed him a clipboard. “Sign in for me, please. You’ll need to wait a minute, Detective. He’s currently in the restroom.”

      Trigg Deneford hurriedly scratched the pen across the sheet and handed it back. He stood to the side and waited. Finally, after running a hand through his beard, he said, “I see he’s listed here as a ‘John Doe’. Has he still not said anything?”

      “No, sir.”

      “Not even his name?”

      “Not that I’m aware of.”

      “Thank you.”

      Deneford waited against the wall in silence.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nineteen

          

        

      

    

    
      A million stars sparkled against the dark skin of the universe as a half moon rose slowly in the east. Chewy pressed the button on the special remote and a smooth patch of water suddenly became disturbed by large air bubbles breaking at the surface. Moments later, a large rectangular shape emerged from the water like a hibernating beast called up from ages past. Salt water cascaded off its slippery skin and swirled around the roots of the mangroves and the buttonwood trees. Chewy looked at the remote, then out to the dark object, and back to the remote. Impressed, his brows lifted, but he didn’t smile. The object stood five feet high and as many across. 

      Andrés, however, was smiling. “Hector,” he said, shaking his head in disbelief. “He is very smart.”

      “I don’t know how he did this,” Chewy said. “It’s admirable.” He slipped the remote into the pocket of his trench coat. He and Andrés stepped into ankle deep water and spent the next few minutes unraveling the waterproof wrapping from the dark block. Two hundred and fifty packages, over five hundred pounds of Colombian-picked, Mexican-processed cocaine, had completed its trip across the Gulf and was reborn on American shores. 

      A black panel truck was parked on the edge of the water. Its roller door was up, and inside sat over one hundred wooden customized crates stamped with the image of a mango.  

      Fifty minutes later, the drugs had been transferred to the crates. Chewy reached up and grabbed the door’s strap. He pulled hard and the door slid down with a rattle. He locked it and slapped the door a couple times. The truck’s red tail lights disappeared down the road and turned out of sight. 

      Chewy and Andrés got into their black Malibu and started the half hour return trip to the mansion. “How is your mother?” Chewy asked.

      “I spoke with her this morning. She’s scared. Things have gotten much worse this last year. Sometimes, Chewy, I think maybe some of it is my fault.”

      “How’s that?”

      Andrés spread his hands out. “This. All this. What we just did.”

      “I don’t follow.”

      “The cartel wars are very bad in my home country. I sometimes think that Saint Michael has stopped protecting my madre because of what I do.”

      “You can’t think like that,” Chewy said. “I don’t know about your saints, but you cannot be responsible for the actions of others.” He had learned that as young boy from Howard Hoffstetter. Chewy still had the original cassette tape that he had brought down from his granny’s attic. Hoffstetter had died a decade ago, but he was still one of Chewy’s favorites. “Those men who broke into your mother’s house, you didn’t make them do that. They made their own choices.”

      “Those are good words, my friend. Thank you. You should come and visit her with me one day. You would like her. She also is a very positive person. She would enjoy you as well.”

      “I would like that,” Chewy said. 

      Andrés came to the four-way stop at Pine Island Center. He turned left and continued east toward Matlacha and Cape Coral. Chewy pulled his trench coat tightly around his chest. Andrés fingered the climate controls and turned the heat on. It was September in South Florida, but Andrés didn’t mind feeling like a rotisserie chicken for the next twenty minutes. He would just drink a lot of water when they got back. Dry heat began to fill the car, and Andrés noticed Chewy relax into his seat. “Thank you,” Chewy said.

      “Quinton called me this afternoon,” Andrés said. “He wants to have a meeting with us in the next few days.” He kept his eyes on the road and scratched his chin. “What do you think, Chewy? About the transition?” 

      Chewy stared at the dash. In truth, he felt as if, for the second time in his four decades, he was losing a father. “I’ll miss him,” he said quietly. 

      “It is hard. Ringo...there is no one else like him. He is especial.”

      “It’s the right decision for him,” Chewy said. “Things are not as quiet for us as they used to be.”

      “You know who would have liked this new change?” Andrés asked.

      “Who’s that?”

      “Scotch,” Andrés said, referring to the co-worker they had fed to an enormous python three months prior. “He was always a little scared of Ringo, I think. Scotch would have liked working for Quinton.”

      “Quinton is a good man,” Chewy said. “He’ll do very well in Ringo’s place.” Even so, when they arrived back at the mansion Chewy couldn’t help but think that in a couple of weeks, it would always feel empty.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty

          

        

      

    

    
      Virgil sat on the toilet lid with his eyes closed, breathing slowly. His stomach was finally empty, leaving his body shaking, and his skin shining with cold sweat. Exhaustion lay heavily over him like a wet blanket. His mind, however, was clearer, and the nausea, while still there, was but a noticeable discomfort. No one had come rushing into the bathroom like he had expected. He still heard no one in the room, just the sound of the television.   

      He wanted to sleep, to close his heavy eyes and just sleep. But he couldn’t. If he knew anything at all he knew he couldn't do that. Failure to get out of here would surely mean Ellie’s murder. Then they would come for Dante, Darwin, and Voltaire. 

      He swirled fresh saliva around his mouth and spit onto the floor, trying to cleanse away the sour taste of vomit. He opened his eyes and sat up straight. A fresh resolve to notify his old teammates coursed through him. 

      Reaching out for the door handle, Virgil pulled himself up onto his good leg. He steadied himself and took his time peering into the room. The television was spilling out a late-morning talk show, and the privacy curtain around the bed was extended, preventing him from seeing the bed or the patient. He hopped out of the bathroom, over to the small closet on the far wall, and muttered a “please” as he opened the door. Hanging there was a printed floral blouse and a nightgown that looked like it might be too big for a hippo. He sighed and shut the door, then worked his way along the wall over to the privacy curtain. He peeked around it. A large, grandmotherly woman was asleep on the bed, her mouth open, her face turned toward the window. She was alone. 

      But not entirely alone. Sitting empty on the other side of the bed was a wheelchair, but to Virgil it looked like a king’s throne. He moved over to the bed and used the bed rails for support as he struggled around. He grabbed the chair and sat into it, then grabbed at his bad leg, lifted, and brought it up so his Achilles was resting on the edge of the foot plate. A sharp, protesting bolt of fire emanated from his bad knee. Virgil groaned and breathed loudly through his nose. Besides the knee, he could feel a distinct internal pressure around his collarbone that wasn’t there before he went over the wall. 

      He released the wheel locks and moved to the foot of the bed. Across the room the door handle clicked and swung down. Virgil froze. The door opened. An older gentlemen walked in. He wore large-framed glasses, khakis, a tweed sport coat, and a paperboy hat. The man shut the door and took a few steps toward the bed before issuing a muffled cry as he noticed Virgil. He pushed his glasses up on his nose and squinted. “Can I help you with something?” he asked.

      Virgil feigned confusion and looked around the room with wide eyes. He raised his voice slightly. “This isn’t the billiard room,” he said. “They told me the billiards were down the hall.”

      “Billiards? Son, I think you might be a little confused. This is a hospital.” He took a step toward the bed. “Are you okay? I think you might have gotten lost.” The man raised his nose slightly, then wrinkled it. “What is that smell?”

      “A hospital? Why am I in a hospital? Dad? Is...is that you?”

      The man lowered his brows on him. “I’ll be right back. I’m going to get a nurse in here for you.”

      “Okay. Hey, Dad. Before you do that, could you help me with this brake on my chair? It keeps acting up and I can’t move too well.”

      The man glanced toward the door, and then looked back toward Virgil. “Sure, sure,” he said. He stepped over to the chair and squinted down on it. “Which one is giving you problems? This one here?”

      “No, sir. It’s this one.” When the man leaned over, Virgil grabbed him with his good arm, and quickly turned him so the man was now facing away from him. Before he could protest Virgil had snaked his arm across his throat. As he settled back against Virgil, the man tried to cry out, but the pressure against his neck prevented it. 

      “I’m sorry, sir,” Virgil said quietly into his ear. “Really am. Just relax. You’ll be back in a few minutes.”

      The man tried to raise a protesting arm, but then, as his vision gathered up darkness, his arm fell back and he swam into unconsciousness. Virgil took the man’s weight into his good leg and carefully brought him around the chair before lowering him to the floor.  

      The old man would wake up soon. When he did, half his clothes would be gone. 

      
        
        ____________________

      

      

      Trigg Deneford busied himself watching the pretty nurse at the station. She smiled playfully at him. When he winked at her she blushed just before her attention was stolen by an approaching doctor. Deneford addressed the guard, who was standing on the other side of the doorway. “You have someone in there with him, right?”

      “Yes. He’s in the room.”

      “How long before I showed up?”

      “I...five minutes.”

      Deneford motioned toward the door. “I’m just going to peek in and make sure everything’s okay, if you don’t mind.” Before the guard could object, Deneford was no longer in the hallway. 

      Deneford flashed his badge to the second guard—Mr. White–who was standing casually near the bed. The bathroom door was shut and a thin line of light shone from the crack at floor. “The patient?” Deneford said. “He’s in there?”

      The guard looked at him with mixture of amusement and irritation. “Of course he’s in there.”

      Deneford walked up to the door, knocked on it. “This is Detective Howell. I’ll need to speak with you when you come out.” No reply. He tried the handle. It was locked. He knocked again, harder this time. “Hello?”

      Nothing. 

      Deneford assessed the door. The frame was welded steel; the door itself, while outlaid with faux wood melamine board, would be made of aluminum honeycomb. That made it impossible to force open with his shoulder or a hefty kick. He didn’t have a shotgun to help him breach it. Shooting out door locks with a handgun only worked in the movies. That left the hinges. 

      Deneford got down on one knee, lifted up the cuff of his pants, and withdrew a Smith & Wesson 360 PD. The featherweight revolver boasted an alloy frame and titanium cylinder chambered for a .357 Magnum. Deneford had loaded it earlier this morning with five rounds of .38 Special. Next to the holster, tucked into his sock, was a 60cc syringe. The accompanying needle was in a hard plastic case in his pocket. His plan for Virgil had been simple: insert the needle into ‘Mr. Doe’s’ subclavian vein and inject a syringe full of air into him. An arterial gas embolism would ensue and that, as they say, would have been that. Deneford depressed the gun’s cylinder release, pressed the cylinder open, and pushed in the ejection rod. The bullets fell into his palm, and he quickly moved them to a pocket. 

      “What are you doing?” asked the guard.

      Deneford ignored him and withdrew a metal pen from his shirt pocket. He set the tip of it beneath the door’s topmost hinge pin. He turned the gun on its side and slammed it into the pen. Nothing. He hit it again. It gave a little. He tried again. It gave some more. Both guards were now standing off to the side, fresh concern on their faces. 

      Nurse Linda entered the room. “What are you doing?” she demanded. 

      “Your patient isn't answering.”

      “Well, just hold on a minute, sir,” she said. “He’s not going anywhere in his condition. He’s probably passed out.” 

      “You have no idea what your patient is capable of.”

      “No,” she retaliated. “I don’t. He wouldn’t even give us his name. I’ll go track down the key.” As she hurried out of the room, Linda quietly chastised herself for letting her John Doe use the restroom at all.

      
        
        ____________________

      

      

      Virgil grabbed the extra blanket that sat on the chair. He draped it around his legs to hide the nightgown and his baby blue hospital sock and single bare foot. His new wardrobe included a tweed jacket and cap. He decided that using the man’s glasses might help in some way, but he found that he just couldn’t take them. He couldn’t lie to the man, render him unconscious, steal his clothes, and leave him half-blind, only to wake up in a room with his hospitalized wife who was suffering from who knew what.

      Using his only good arm, Virgil wheeled himself over to the door. His heart was thumping. He put his hand on the door handle and looked up. The door didn’t have a hydraulic closer, so it wouldn’t try to shut on him as he exited the room. Virgil took in a deep breath and, hoping against hope, opened the door. He kept his eyes on his feet and wheeled out of the room, immediately taking a right and moving as efficiently as he could, using his good foot to help him steer. 

      A nurse passed him on his right, and a room door swung open on his left. No one stopped him. Twenty feet later he got to the elevator at the end of the hall. 

      He pressed the button and waited. 

      
        
        ____________________

      

      

       Deneford continued working on the hinge pin. He hit it two more times before it finally gave and slipped up a half inch. Another whack and it shot out like a tiny rocket and clattered to the floor. 

      The guard who had been standing in the hallway with him gave a mocking sneer. “He just got out of surgery. He can’t even walk.” Then he added, as if it sealed the deal, “There’s nowhere for him to go.” 

      It took all Deneford had not to lay the man out right where he stood. “Go check the room next door,” he snapped. “Now.” 

      The guard’s sneer waned. He gave a nervous, hurried nod and left.   

      
        
        ____________________

      

      

      Virgil didn’t become unsettled very easily. But now, with his back to his room, and on the verge of what he considered to be a pretty epic escape, he found that his heart was pumping overtime. As he waited for the elevator, he heard a hollow, metallic banging from down the hall. The elevator creaked as it came up the shaft.  

      More loud clatter from behind him. 

      He stared at the steel doors. 

      Come on. 

      A nurse drew up and stood next to him, also waiting for the elevator. Virgil didn’t look up, but he caught a quick glance at a set of scrubs and a badge hanging off the pocket. The elevator creaked again, and Virgil saw through the crack between the doors that it was coming up from the previous floor. The nurse was busy on his phone, paying the man in the wheelchair no attention.

      Unlike some elevators, there was no display to show what floor the car was on. Virgil’s eyes widened when he realized that the elevator car passed up his floor and came to a stop directly above them. 

      Come. On. 

      This was his only way out. The stairs were not an option. He didn’t have a crutch and what would he do once he left the stairwell? He’d be Peter Rabbit, hopping out of the hospital, that’s what. Might as well put a blinking red light on his head and yell to the lobby that he was escaping and could the officer at the front desk please detain him? 

      He realized that he was holding his breath when the elevator started moving back down. More clamor behind him, metal on metal. A momentary relief flowed through him as the steel doors opened. The nurse crossed in front of him and went in, still oblivious, still on his phone. Virgil got himself in and punched the button to the main floor. Then he managed to turn the chair around so he could make a hasty exit. He waited now, facing the hallway with his head down. 

      The elevator doors weren’t shutting. Virgil reached out and mashed the door close button. Down the hall, a flurry of nurses were gathered, coming in and out of his room. 

      Come. ON.

      
        
        ____________________

      

      

      Deneford knocked the third pin loose and hurriedly slipped his gun into his waistband. He pulled down on the door handle and wriggled the door away from its frame. As he set the door against the wall, he peered into the restroom. 

      It was empty. 

      The guard came rushing back in, his voice in a high panic. “He’s not in there. Some old guy is…” He trailed off as he looked up at the missing ceiling tiles. 

      Deneford pushed past him and ran out of the room, scanning back and forth down the corridor as the other guard started barking orders toward the nurses’ station. 

      Then Deneford saw him. The red nicks littering his chin and cheeks and neck and the plumpness of his face. The face that matched the picture in his dossier. He locked eyes with his target as the doors moved together. Deneford raised his arm, extended his thumb and index finger, and pointed them at Virgil. 

      He pulled the imaginary trigger and smiled.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-One

          

        

      

    

    
      They had come for him.

      As soon as the doors closed and shut out the view of his assassin, Virgil punched the button to the second floor. He nodded toward a certificate on the elevator wall. “Looks like this contraption needs an inspection.”

      “What’s that?” When the nurse followed his gaze, Virgil used that as an opportunity to unhook the badge from his shirt and slip it under the blanket. 

      “Oh,” the nurse said. “Well, next month, I suppose.”

      “Ah,” Virgil smiled. “Maybe I need to get my eyes checked.” 

      As the doors opened, Virgil said, “You mind just pushing me out?”

      “Sure.” He grabbed the chair grips and wheeled him out.

      “Thanks, man.”

      “Yep.” 

      Virgil wheeled down the hall and passed up a young family before turning left through a set of double doors. He looked around and, seeing no one, kept on until he got to the custodial elevator. He scanned the badge on the card reader and the doors opened. He went in and pressed the button to the ground floor. 

      The doors parted onto an open air cavity in the rear of the hospital. He put the service elevator behind him and wheeled out to a staging area that sat between a row of receiving docks and a cluster of dumpsters. A young man wheeling a tilt truck filled with garbage materialized from around the corner and stopped when he saw Virgil. 

      “Hey. You’re not supposed to be down here, man.”

      “I’m getting discharged tomorrow. My nurse said I could come down here and get a little exercise so I wasn’t in anyone’s way. An early jump on physical therapy, you know?”

      “Down here?” The man’s brows drew together, and it looked as though he was trying to visualize his area being used for therapy. But then he shrugged. “Well, okay, I guess. Just be careful. We have a delivery truck scheduled to come in a few minutes.”

      Virgil mustered a smile. “Of course. I won’t be long.” 

      The custodian nodded and wheeled his load of garbage away. 

      The entrance to the cavity sat just off a wide alley. Virgil got across the concrete floor and squinted in the late morning sunlight as he came fully outside. A sidewalk lined both sides of the road, a small mercy. He used the sidewalk ramp to cross the narrow back street. Twenty yards later he turned onto a side alley empty of cars.  

      He turned another corner as he fought back a fresh wave of nausea. He had no idea where to go. The pain in Virgil’s shoulder was unrelenting. Same with his knee. Another click off that morphine drip would really hit the spot right about now.

      He came to another alley and grimaced as he turned into it. He had to keep weaving, keeping out of primary and secondary lines of sight. The police, if they hadn’t already, would drop a net and begin a search for him. He had to put as much distance between himself and that hospital as he could. 

      And that, he knew, would not be very far. 

      
        
        ____________________

      

      

      The nurses’ station now sounded like a nervous bee hive. The guards were on their phones, both looking like men who had just let a prisoner get away. Deneford turned toward a nurse. “Where are the stairs?” he barked. 

      She pointed to the wall behind her. “Northwest corner.” Deneford rushed down the hall, removing the ammunition from his pocket and starting to reload.  

      He did a quick check of the floor below before flashing his fake badge to a janitor who was busy pushing a mop bucket down the corridor. “I need your badge. Now.” The janitor looked on him uncertainly, so Deneford snatched his badge off his lapel and ran to the service elevator, the janitor protesting loudly from behind him. The doors opened as soon as he scanned his badge. Deneford stepped in and hurriedly pressed the button to the ground level. 

      He knew that hospital security would cover the patient and visitor entrances first. Virgil would know that too. 

      The elevator opened on the ground floor, and Deneford stepped into the open air cavity of the service entrance. 

      “Can I help you?” a custodian called out. 

      “A man in a wheelchair. Cuts on his face. You seen him?”

      “Well, yeah. Just a couple min—”

      “Where did he go?”

      The custodian raised a hand and pointed past the loading bays near the side street. “That way. Went to the left, I’m pretty sure.”

      “How sure? It’s important.”

      “Oh. Uh, yeah. I’m sure. He went left.”

      Deneford ran across the pavement, past a couple concrete pillars, and turned left down the side street, his eyes searching the road ahead and the cross alleys as he ran past them.

      His phone rang. He looked at the number and, due to the nature of the current situation, debated whether or not he should answer. But you didn’t ignore Scott Reardon. He drew up and answered.  

      His boss cloaked his voice in Russian. “Is it done?”

      Deneford realized he was half holding his breath. “No, sir. His room was empty. He escaped.”

      The line was silent for a long time. Then it went dead.  

      Deneford’s blood pressure rose as he jammed his phone in his pocket and sprinted down the street. 

      
        
        ____________________

      

      

      Only eight people had shown tonight. They had Ellie and her group of tramps cleaning the warehouse floor. Everyone had been given a mop and a yellow bucket that included a mop wringer. Each were assigned two aisles and were told to empty their buckets at the end of each aisle before going over it a second time.  

      The work was redundant, but Ellie figured they could be cleaning dumpsters behind daycares. An hour later, after the floors were clean, they were put on the snow flurry of paper cutouts again. Ellie asked a couple people if they knew what they were from. They did not know, nor did they seem to care.  

      Ellie slid her broom underneath a roller leg and brought out a few pieces that had been missed earlier. She kneeled down with her dustpan and swept them in, then stood up and emptied it into the large plastic trash bin. 

      A middle-aged man with thick black hair falling to his shoulders came down the main aisle. He had a wide, flat nose and penetrating eyes. He wore a dark blue wife beater tucked into the waist of his jeans. He watched her work for a while. “You’re new around here,” he finally said. 

      She shrugged and didn’t look up. “That a problem?”

      “I don’t know yet. What’s your name?”

      “Heather.”

      “Heather, you from around here?”

      “For now. Trying to make my way up to Orlando. Just need more cash first.”

      “You like this work?”

      Ellie raised her brows. “It’s work. Am I supposed to like it?”

      The man didn’t reply. He stood with his hands folded across his chest, watching her work the broom. “How did you find out about this place?”

      She shrugged again. “Heard some chippies talking about it at the park.”

      “And you’re looking to fund a habit?”

      “I don’t get off anymore. Not in a long time.” Then, strategically, she said, “I’d rather make money on other people's habits than spend it on my own.”

      A minute later he walked off without saying anything more.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Two

          

        

      

    

    
      Q & K Bait and Tackle was a modest structure on north Monroe Canal that wasn’t much larger than a sizeable shed or a small tire shop, depending on who was doing the looking. Twenty years ago it had sat vacant, the carcass of a failed used bookstore, and Quinton signed a three year lease on it before securing a bank loan two years later and putting it in his own name. The property was a half acre and covered in crushed gravel that shone brightly in the sunlight. A concrete boat ramp fed boats and kayaks into the canal.

      Quinton was outside at the back of the shop, wearing his typical garb of cargo shorts and sleeveless T-shirt. He had a casting net stretched across the back wall and was preparing to repair it. Some locals claimed he offered the fastest and best net repair around. Quinton had never afforded the assessment much weight, as he was of the opinion that repairing a casting net did not require the greatest of talents. Like anything, it was a learned skill and, once you got it, it was easy going from there. 

      There were three main areas where a net would tear: the lead lines, braille lines, or the mesh itself. This particular net had a two foot tear in the mesh. Quinton unspooled a length of braided line and severed it with his pocket knife. Monofilament matched the net better, but he  preferred braid line as it made for a tighter knot. He wove the strand up through the mesh and wrapped it half a dozen times like he was tying onto a hook and then pushed the end back through the eye, forming a double clinch knot. Then he wove the string through mesh and, leaving a loop in the line, wove the tip of the braid through it three times before pulling it tight and moving down the net. Five minutes later his expertise had a net that some might think to throw away fully repaired and ready for casting. He finished by cutting off the tags and placing a dab of super glue over the knots to ensure they stayed tight. He left the net to hang while the glue dried hard and walked around to the front of the shop and went inside. 

      Abel Del Olmo had been Quinton’s assistant for the last five years, and he had taken care of the business while Quinton was away these last five months. Yesterday Abel had left for a trip of his own: six weeks in Puerto Rico to see family in Mayagüez and Boquerón. Abel had seen to it that Quinton came back to a clean shop. Quinton wasn’t untidy by nature, but the daily tasks of running a small business meant that he didn’t often think about wiping down slow-to-move inventory or the shelves on which they sat. He didn’t think to organize the fishing lines and bait hooks into clearer categories or change out the display items behind the glass of the front counter. But, in his absence, that’s exactly what Abel had done. It looked as if a pay raise was in order upon his return. 

      The small back room behind the counter served as his office, and Quinton sat into the chair behind his desk. The ticket stub sat next to his mouse pad. He had always loved ticket stubs. But this particular one, the one with the Cubs logo that represented the empty seat from that first day, was the most special of all. He picked it up and flipped it back and forth across his fingers as his window unit blew cool air over his skin. 

      His first stop, back in April, had been to see the Mariners in Seattle, then it was down to the Bay Area to see the A’s and the Giants and then the Royals in Kansas City. After St. Louis, where the Cards had played the Dodgers, he slowly made his way to Chicago for his final game with the Cubs. He had a ticket for a May 10th game—a center field seat right up on the wall. It’s where Kat had wanted to be. But Quinton discovered, on his way to the Windy City, that the closer he got the sicker he felt. The game was the next afternoon and his hotel reservation was on N. Halsted, not a couple blocks from the stadium. He got as close as Naperville before he skirted up an exit ramp, eventually catching I-90 north. He didn’t stop until nearly three hours later when he arrived in Madison, Wisconsin. He stayed there for a month, watching TV in his hotel room and visiting local bars until he went up to Minneapolis, where he spent a couple weeks before making his way through Des Moines, Lincoln, and, finally, Denver. Andrés had called in the middle of it, wondering where he was. “I need more time” was all Quinton had initially said. But then he told Andrés that while he was roaming the country he would get in touch with some of their distributors’ connections and see what additional relationships he could make. And he had done it. But only half heartedly, and nothing much came of it. 

      Finally, after postponing it for over three months, Quinton mustered up the courage to go back to Chicago. He made it to the city, to his hotel, and the next day he finally saw a game at Wrigley Field. What happened after the game was over, as Quinton walked out of the ballpark, was what some big-haired television preacher might call ‘a miracle of divine healing’. Quinton found that he didn’t hurt like he thought he would. In fact, he felt, for the first time in ten years, free. He had done what he set out to do. He had fulfilled his promise to his little girl. 

      So he bought tickets for the rest of that series and all of the next. The Cubbies were in town for the next four days, gone three days after that to play the Pirates, and then back to the Windy City for four more game with the Brewers. There wasn’t another ticket available for the remaining games in that same seat in center field. But that was all right. He found an available ticket for the next eight games two sections over that put him closer to right field, still right up on the wall. Once he had the tickets, he called Andrés and told him when to expect his return.  

      That next day the sun was high above the ball park as the second inning got up and going and a middle-aged man in a Cubs hat and blue Báez jersey sat down next to Quinton. He set his drink in the drink holder and the container full of nachos on his knee. He had a small nose and pinched but cheerful eyes. He stuck out his right hand. 

      “Hi there. Zeke Beaker.” 

      Quinton shook his hand, told Zeke his name. “Beaker?”

      “Yeah, but my friends call me Beak. You can call me Beak if you like.”

      “Okay, Beak. You come to games here often?”

      In fact, Beak did come to games often. He was a full-season ticket holder for the seat he was currently occupying. “My dad took me here as a kid. I sat right here and he sat where you are. He’s gone now, but every year I’ve got to do it when they’re home. How about you? You get down here a lot?”

      Quinton said he was just doing a little traveling around the country and left it at that. They spoke intermittently throughout the game. 

      And so it went the next night. And the next. It was at game number four when Quinton asked Beaker what was good to do around here for a guy who’s in town for a couple more weeks.

      Zeke Beaker perked. “What’re you doing in Chicago for that long?”

      Quinton motioned toward the field.

      “Ah, yes. The ol’ Wrigley Wrangle as I like to say. There’s no better ballpark in the country. I don’t care what those brats up at Fenway say. The ivy bloomed well here this year. You know there are people around here—I wouldn't call them fans by any stretch—who say we should just rip out the ivy and install padding against the warning track? Pleeease.”

      “A tragedy, indeed,” Quinton agreed.  

      “However,” Zeke continued, “if you want more sun you could stroll the lake front or lay out on the Oak Street Beach. You could catch some blues and barbecue at Kingston Mines if you’re into that kind of sound.” Then Zeke, like he had been struck with a bolt of hospitality, said, “Why don’t you come over to my place tomorrow night? We can have a few more beers, and I’ve got some old Cubs games on DVD that I carried over from VHS. Matter of fact, one of them is the ‘The Sandberg Game’. Remember that one? When we were playing the Cards and Ryno hit two, two home runs off Bruce Sutter in as many innings?”

      Quinton smiled. “That was a helluva game. I think I watched that one from my granddad’s living room.”

      “So you’re in?”

      “Yeah. Sure. Why not?” Spending all his time alone these past several months was starting to wear him thin, and Beaker seemed like a nice enough guy. Quinton wasn’t a full-on introvert, but he wasn’t an all-out extrovert either. Probably somewhere in the middle. Happy hour but not cocktail parties; aisle, not center seat. 

      And so, the next night, and for the next three evenings thereafter, Quinton went over to Zeke’s place for dinner, beers, and baseball. It turned out that Zeke Beaker lived alone in a high-rise condo overlooking Lake Michigan and was neighbors with DiCaprio, when he was there, which was almost never. On the third night, as they sat on Beak’s couch, both of them became progressively wasted as they worked their way through two cases of Coors. But Zeke more so than Quinton, bringing the former to lapse into a moment of unbridled transparency. “Quinton. You know how I afford all this and can still make all the afternoon home games?”

      “How’s that?” Quinton asked.  

      Beak stared stupidly at the ceiling, his chin nearly resting on his chest, his words starting to draw out. “Cocaine, man. People looove the cocaine, and I looove to give it to them.”

      Over the last decade Quinton had been more tight-lipped about his extra-vocational activities than an Amish preacher selling iPhones on a side hustle. So because his host had broken the proverbial ice and because his brain was floating in a bog of Rocky Mountain Pilsner that served to drown all his daytime inhibitions, Quinton popped the top. “No joke? Huh. Me too. Go figure.”

      Beak slowly turned at the neck and looked at him, his eyes swimming around in their sockets. “You run it too?”

      “Yeah, brother. Down in Florida. Mostly bring it in and run it north.” Then he burst out in a fit of laughter, his Coors spilling over the lip of the can. “Maybe...maybe you get yours from me!” There was much laughter after that, but the conversation turned to making fun of the Pirates and commercials dealing with ear and nose hair. Finally, the fermented hops had the final word and lulled them both to sleep. 

      The next day neither man woke until after ten. Zeke had somehow made it to his bed during the night. Quinton found that he had drooled a soft, wet spot into the leather couch and his mouth tasted like a diseased racoon had crawled in during the night and died. Zeke made them coffee and a protein shake and they sat on the porch, watching people that were not hungover run through the park and swim in the lake. 

      Neither spoke for a half hour. When their second cups of coffee were lukewarm and half their shakes gone, Zeke said, “That’s crazy that you run the cocaine too, man. So crazy.”

      Quinton felt his fingertips turn to ice. “What’s that?”

      “The co-caine, man. It’s so crazy that we’re in the same business.” 

      Quinton stared into the railing, unresponsive. Had they talked about that last night? Surely he hadn’t. He had been at this for a decade and had never told a soul. That would be the epitome of foolishness. He hadn’t drunk that much. Had he? Beer never made him forget. That was a job for tequila, and he hadn’t downed that much tequila since before he had a pregnancy stick thrown at his face. Quinton suddenly felt as if he were in a horror movie and he was the guy about to get eaten. “I can’t remember us talking about that,” he finally said. 

      “Oh, well we did, man. Totally did. You were saying how you all—” Zeke stopped talking when he saw his newest friend’s expression. He took a sip of his coffee and frowned at the cup as he swallowed. “Look, man. If you’re sorry you told me anything, you’ve got nothing to worry about. You’re down there, I’m up here.” Then he glanced over at Quinton, and after taking note of his body language said, “But if this is like a one-night stand where you wake up in the morning and regret the night before I totally get it. All is forgotten.”

      “No,” Quinton said quickly. If he said it, he said it. He couldn’t take it back. “It’s fine. How long have you been in the game?”

      “Five years now.” Zeke laughed. “Wish to God it was twenty. Blow is having a comeback, as I’m sure you know, but up here we’re all about mixed marriages, you know what I mean?”

      “I don’t think I do.”

      “Mixing, man. Lacing up. Intermingling.”

      “You mean cutting it?”

      Zeke snapped his fingers. “Damn right we are. Ask me with what?”

      “With what?”

      Zeke teased out the syllables. “Fen-ta-nyl. Fentanyl, man. It’s the newest thing. Like dipping your ice cream in chocolate was back in the fifties.”

      “I don’t know a lot about it,” Quinton said. “A friend of mine was prescribed something last year after his hand surgery that had fentanyl in it.”

      “Well, yeah. It’s an opioid man.” He lowered his voice and smoothed it out. “A real downer. Makes you feel like you’re laying on a cloud, floating across a universe filled with gumdrops and rainbows. Even unicorns, if you’re into that kind of thing,” he laughed.

      “So how’s that work lacing it with blow? Coke’s an upper, not a downer.”

      “Quinton,” Zeke the Beak’s voice was all business now. “Help me out here. Where do you rank? You work curbside or do you bring it in?”

      Quinton hesitated. “We bring it in.” Then he added, “Being on the coast helps. We don’t work the curbs. We just get it to distributors in the larger cities.”

      Zeke set his coffee down. “Ohhh, man. That is perfect. So perfect.” His excitement animated his hands as he spoke. “Listen, you could make ten times what you are now and not have to get any more buyers. Your buyers will be coming to you begging for more kilos than you could ever dream up.”

      And there it was. A seemingly ordinary moment on a penthouse balcony, while large white clouds floated casually over Lake Michigan and most of the city was hard at work, that three words were spoken that would change everything: the moment when Quinton slowly ran his tongue across his pearly whites and said, “Let’s hear it.”

      Zeke straightened up and set his elbows on his knees, his voice a flurry of excitement. “Okay, man, here it is. You’re right, fentanyl is a downer, but it’s highly addictive. As you’ll be aware, a large part of the coke market is represented by weekend users—just normal folks looking to have a little fun. But. What if you tossed a wee bit of something else that they have to have again? Some poor freshman at the local college studying for that midterm thinks he’s just snorting a little dust, but the next day he finds that he needs another hit, and then another, and he’s hooked. It’s not your product that does that. It’s my additive. We’re even getting heroin addicts to switch over.”

      “So you’re expanding your market,” Quinton said.

      “No. No. No,” Zeke chuckled. “Not market expansion. You’re goofing the idea all up. It’s market assurance. I mean, where can you go and get ninety-five percent repeat business? My sister-in-law runs an online clothing boutique and from what I hear it only rides a sixty percent repeat tops. We don’t want them to be users; we need them to be addicts. You get them laced up, man, and they want more. And man, our coke is laced up more than a virgin’s thigh on her wedding night. Folks think they’re buying a kite when what you’re really selling them is a trip to the moon for pennies on the dollar. When their capsule comes burning back through the atmosphere and splashes down in the ocean they open up that hatch begging for you to send them back. All of a sudden hovering fifty feet over a war monument in the park on a piece of nylon string doesn’t do it for them. And these people, the ones who would only dust their noses in a club a couple weekends a month or while cramming for finals, now they’re hooked in, man. I mean barb all the way down the throat isn’t coming back out hooked.”

      Much to his surprise, Quinton found that he was catching Zeke Beaker’s excitement. For ten years now he and Ringo had stuck with one product. That had been the smart, the wise move. And now they knew that market inside and out. They even dominated it across their local area now that Nunez was gone. Ordinarily, Quinton would have never, not in a million years, considered doing what Zeke was doing with his operation. But a question that had been rattling around his subconscious the last few months suddenly became a clear and coherent thought. Isn’t it time you started making a little something too? That was it. A very simple question that could only have a complex answer. 

      He and Ringo had helped hundreds, if not thousands, of families over the years. Because of them children were still breathing and playing Little League and going to recitals. Neither he nor Ringo had ever taken a dime from this side enterprise of theirs. Not a single red cent. Outside of business expenses, everything they had made—millions over the years—had been distributed to non-profits all over the country, organizations on the front lines of pediatric cancer research. Even the mansion in Ionia had been a gift from César five years ago. As far as Quinton knew it was still in an offshore trust held by Angelos Negros.  

      But now, he was surprised to hear the hoarse voice of Larry Lawrence barking in his ear: So you’ve helped a few people and you’re proud of it. Whoop-de-doo, people. Whoop. De. Doo. One day, they are going to die and you are going to die. That great soul train of the universe is going to carry you off and dump you at the eternal tar pits. So, you want something? Go get it. You want more out of life? Just. Go. Get. It.” 

      They would keep helping people—Quinton didn’t want to stop doing that—but maybe it was time to get a little bit for themselves too. Maybe it was time to see what else they could do with this business. 

      “Hey, man? You still with me?”

      Quinton drained the last of his now cold coffee. “So you just mix in the fentanyl? How do you get it?”

      “Okay, so of course with coke you have all this growing and processing that has to happen. Same with heroin—it’s just poppies instead of coca leaves. This stuff, you can make in a bucket for next to nothing. So cheap, man. And I mean like baking soda cheap. It used to be that you had to depend on bad apples in the pharmaceutical plant or greedy doctors or pharmacists. The product was steady, but it was a faucet drip. I’m telling you, Quinton, this is early adoption. You get in now before the competition and you’ll dominate. You’re down in Florida. How far are you from…” He snapped his fingers. “Well, shoot. I can’t remember. I think she said Punta Gorda? Something like that.”

      “It’s in the county just north of us.” 

      Zeke whistled long and low. “Mannn, do I have a career twist for you. One of my best friends from grade school is down there doing what I’m doing.”

      “No kidding?”

      “No kidding. She’s looking for a legit coke supplier. She’s got one now, but she says quality is the pits. I don’t know how good yours is, but I could maybe connect the two of you.”

      That next day Quinton decided to skip the Cubs’ next home series and return to Florida. He had to bring the idea to Ringo. Quinton was fairly certain he wouldn't go for it, but he was going to try anyway. And then he found that he didn’t need to speak with Ringo about it after all. Rather, Ringo told him he was stepping down, that he was handing the reins over.  

      Now, as he tucked the ticket stub beneath his mouse pad, Quinton started to ponder the rules they had established all those years ago. If he wanted to, he could turn his pencil upside down, erase anything he didn’t want to keep, and re-write the commandments. He was the finger of God now, the two stone tablets without a word yet upon them. Maybe it was time to start making a little coin for himself, to enjoy the fruits of his labors. He could do that if he wanted. Because he was in charge now. 

      New Ringo, new rules. 

      The front door to the bait shop clattered open—it didn’t have a bell, the sound annoyed Quinton—and a lady that could only be called stunning walked in. She wore a bright yellow halter top that hardly covered her breasts, revealing a flat stomach and a navel ring. Her denim shorts, if they could even be called shorts, put long legs, perfect and evenly tanned, on display. Her jet black hair had a purple stripe down the side. 

      Quinton, being a man, perked up and came to his feet. He maneuvered out from behind his desk and stepped up behind the counter. “Can I help you find something?”

      Her eyes sparkled with intent, and the A/C unit blew her body spray around the shop, replacing the piscine odor of live bait with whipped vanilla and cherry blossoms. Her movements were subtly provocative and as she approached the counter Quinton exercised every bit of willpower to keep his eyes from falling down the deep ravine between her breasts. 

      “Hello,” she said. “I’m Stacey Blume.” Her accent was rich with Southern sultry. 

      He nodded, his blood warming. “Quinton Davis. You looking for something in particular?”

      “Somewhat. From what I understand you and I have a mutual friend.”

      “And who is that?”

      “Zeke Beaker.”

       Quinton’s expression flattened. 

      “I was just in the area and thought you might want to talk about any mutual interests regarding our products.”

      Quinton said nothing, so she continued, this time with a bit of uncertainty in her voice. “Our product is the talk of the town, as I’m sure you’ve heard. It works great with what you’re selling.”

      Quinton’s business savvy kicked in, overriding his testosterone. He looked down at her hand and smiled. “That’s a nice ring.”

      “Oh,” she smiled. She brought the ring up and cradled it with her other hand. “Thank you. I got it just a couple weeks ago.”

      “Can I see it?” he asked.

      Charmed, she extended her hand to him and he gently took it into his, the way he might a baby bird. She teased a smile while he examined it. And then, with a sudden movement, Quinton brought out his other hand and clamped it around her wrist; firmly, too firmly, like he was crushing a baby bird. Her eyes became dark pools of confusion. “What are you doing?” He ignored her and plucked up her ring finger. He wrapped his hand around it. Her eyes widened in sudden fear. Quinton lifted it away from the others. “Ouch!” She tried to pull back, but he was far too strong. “What are you doing? Ouch...you’re hurting me...let...go!”

      Quinton did not let go, but he did stop the advance of her finger. “What the hell do you think you’re doing?” he growled.

      Squirming, she said, “I’m trying to have a conversation with you. I hear...ow!..I heard you might be good for it.” 

      “I am a businessman, lady. What you just did coming in here like this is not only unprofessional, it’s full of risk. You want to do business with me, you’re going to have to act like you’re running a business, not a whorehouse.” He released her hand and she took it into her bosom, massaging it. 

      “You’re a jerk.”

      “And you need to leave.”

      She huffed and turned toward the door.

      “I’m very interested in your product,” he said flatly. She drew up but did not turn around. “But I’m not interested in working with anyone who walks slipshod. Prove me wrong.” 

      She stared indignantly at the door for several moments before pushing against it and exiting the shop. 

      Quinton went back to his desk, angry and disappointed.

      Zeke Beaker called him a half hour later and apologized.
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      The glowing Arizona sun had nearly completed its descent below the horizon when the man hurried across the Walgreens parking lot and went inside. Deneford watched him from the comfort of his rental car. He recognized the Indian man with the white hair from a brief conversation earlier. And that was good. 

      Deneford still had not found his target after his escape from the hospital. He had spent the last eight hours moving from business to business, flashing his badge and asking dozens of shop owners and employees if they had seen a man with Virgil’s description. They had not. Deneford had worked the route with caution, careful to avoid the police who were patrolling the streets, looking for the escaped John Doe, often getting out and inquiring inside businesses as well. Nothing had turned up. That left only a couple options. One, Deneford hadn’t thrown out a wide enough net. Somehow, Virgil had managed, in the condition that he was in, to get farther than a half mile out from the hospital. But something told him that hadn’t happened. Deneford had searched everywhere: bathrooms in the nearest high rises, diners, mom and pop stores, doctors’ offices in the medical district. He used his badge to get security guards to review their camera footage, telling them to call him if they found anything. But Virgil had vanished. 

      And that’s when Deneford went back to the rental car and brought out his surveillance equipment from his duffle bag. There were three pharmacies within a half mile radius; and Deneford only had four micro cameras—each the size of a nickel. For this to work he needed two per location. He chose the two most logical locations and planted the cameras near the medical supplies. Then he sat in his car and waited. 

      Now, Deneford watched the feed on his phone as the Indian man grabbed up a handful of gauze packets, antibacterial ointment, pain relief, compression bandages, and a couple other items that Deneford couldn’t identify through the small black and white video feed. 

      Pleased with himself, Deneford smiled. Five minutes later the gentleman hurried out of the Walgreens clutching several plastic bags, one of which contained several bottles of Gatorade. He got into his car and quickly drove off. 

      Deneford didn’t need to follow him. He knew where he was headed. 

      
        
        ____________________

      

      

      Dinesh Aziz held the bottle of Gatorade to Virgil’s lips and watched as the man drank greedily. He pulled away from the bottle and swallowed. “Thank you.” 

      “Yes. Tomorrow I must take you to a doctor.”  

      A hefty knock rattled the front door. Virgil and Aziz looked at each other, wide eyed. “Don’t,” Virgil said. “Just act like no one is here.”

      They were in the back room of Mr. Aziz’s pawn shop where Virgil had slept for the past seven hours. He had tried to fight it, but after the kind store owner had decided to believe Virgil’s story, he had taken him in and fashioned a pallet of blankets for him in the corner of the back room. Virgil had asked Mr. Aziz to wake him in two hours. Instead, the older man gave him seven hours and woke him holding a bottle of Percocet he had gotten from home and a bottle of Gatorade.

      Another knock, followed by a “Hello? Mr. Aziz? I believe I forgot my wallet here earlier today. Hello?”

      “No,” Virgil whispered. “Don’t go. It’s not worth the risk. He can come back tomorrow.”

      Mr. Aziz hesitated and then stood up. “Let me just see who it is.”

      “No...don’t.” 

      The older man stood and peeked around the corner. “I can’t see what he looks like. It’s too dark.” Then he jerked back into the room. “I think he saw me.”

      “Just leave him be.”

      Another knock. Harder this time. “Please, sir.”

      “Don’t answer that door, Mr. Aziz.” Virgil watched as the pawn shop owner struggled with a decision. Before he could object again the shop owner had straightened his back, lifted his chin, and stepped into the main service area with a hurried but professional stride. 

      He unlocked the door and opened it. “How can I help you? We closed a few minutes ago.”

      The man’s presence was imposing. He stood tall over the short Indian man. “I’m sorry, sir. The sign here said you don’t close for another hour yet. I think I left my wallet here earlier today. Have you come across one?”

      “No...I did not find one today.”

      “It’s important that I find it,” Deneford said. “May I come in and look for it? I may have set it down by the tools. I was looking for some wrenches.”

      Mr. Aziz hesitated again and then made the last decision of his life. “Okay. But please hurry. I need to get home.”

      “Of course.” 

      Deneford stepped in and walked back to the area with the tools, away from the front window. Aziz followed him. Deneford stepped behind the shelving and bent over, fingering the tools and quickly feigning discovery. He stood erect and turned to Aziz, a pre-owned hammer clutched in his palm. “Sir, you shouldn’t have helped him.”

      Deneford heard a soft tap from the back of the store, like metal on metal, like a door shutting.  

      Aziz started to tremble. “I do not want any trouble. Please.”

      “Certainly.” When forensics showed up it needed to look like a man in a wheelchair had hit the man. Deneford dropped to his knees and swung the hammer around into the older man’s temple. Aziz went flying into a steel framed rack filled with electric saws and chainsaws and then crumpled to the ground, unconscious, blood seeping from his head. 

      Deneford walked calmly across the room and into the back, where he stopped momentarily and took in a corner where a pallet of blankets and a folded sleeping bag lay. A couple Walgreens bags lay on the floor. Next to the bags was an unopened box of gauze squares and a half-empty bottle of grape Gatorade. A pillow inked with small blotches of dried blood. 

      He walked to the heavy metal door on the back wall and pushed it open. Stepping out, he looked down an alley illuminated by weary incandescents and weak halogens. Virgil was struggling to advance in a wheelchair using only one arm. Deneford walked toward him in an unhurried manner. Virgil’s chair turned unexpectedly into the corner of a dumpster. Struggling, Virgil backed it up and into the center of the alley. But then, he just stopped. He took his hand off the wheel and set it on the armrest. Like he was giving in. Like he was okay with what would come next. 

      Deneford approached and stepped in front of him. 

      Virgil smiled faintly. “Took you long enough to find a guy in a wheelchair.”

      “You know I have to make this look like you had an accident.” 

      “I know,” Virgil said. “Let’s just get this over with.”

      “Yes. Let’s.”

      Deneford walked around to the back of the wheelchair. He grabbed the handle grips and shoved up and toward the right. The wheelchair dumped its occupant, and Virgil crashed into the asphalt, the side of his head making a hollow thump as it smacked down. Deneford squatted down and placed a strong hand on Virgil’s good arm, pinning him to the asphalt. He reached out and secured the palm of his hand over Virgil’s mouth, then pinched his nose with his thumb and forefinger. When Deneford looked into Virgil’s eyes he saw a man who was not frightened. He didn’t look anxious. As his air supply ran down to its last, Virgil strained against Deneford’s hands, contorting his body to try and steal even the smallest pocket of air. But the effort was futile.

      Just as Deneford saw him start to lose consciousness, he said, “You know, as fate would have it, Ellie O’Conner and I have some history.” Deneford leaned in, whispered. “You know I’m going to kill her, right? What was her name? Pascal?” 

      Virgil’s eyes reopened halfway and his right foot flopped over. But there was nothing left in the tank. His body relaxed and his chest lowered a final time. His right thumb jerked, and then he lay still. Deneford removed his hand from Virgil’s face and checked for a pulse. Not feeling one, he moved quickly. 

      The authorities already had Virgil down for the murder of an as yet unknown woman near Flagstaff. Deneford would add the pawn shop owner to that list. 

      There was a loose chunk of concrete near the dumpster. Deneford grabbed it up and set it a few feet behind the wheelchair—something that would have caused it to tip over. Then, for the second time today, he removed the bullets from his revolver. He untucked his shirt tail and rubbed each one down. Being careful not to touch them, he quickly rubbed them along Virgil’s thumb and forefinger and returned them one by one to the cylinder. 

      He did the same with the hammer.

      He would come back to the wheelchair to put Virgil’s prints on the gun and leave it with him. Right after he returned to the pawn shop and took care of its owner.  

      Then he was off to sunny Florida.
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      Scott Reardon stepped to the corner of 13th Street and K Street NW and waited for the pedestrian light to turn green. Behind him rose the front entrance of the Franklin School, the very building upon whose roof Alexander Graham Bell had sent his first wireless communication over a hundred and fifty years ago. 

      He stood with his hands in his pockets, his eyes fixated on a white stripe in the road.  Rita Simmons had called him an hour ago, informing him that the network was going live with the story tomorrow and offering him one last chance to meet with her. He politely declined.

      He had nothing on Rita Simmons or her boss. He started to wonder how the leaker had been privy to that. Reardon had kept his plates spinning across the years because he understood a fundamental fact of human nature. Everyone had dirt in their past: a hidden addiction, a DUI, an affair or two or three. In the ordinary world of accountants, librarians, and network analysts, this kind of information was not career ending and so had little use. But within the Beltway, when a move up the golden ladder of influence and power could only be achieved on the back of public approval, it mattered very much.  

      The light turned and he stepped into the street and crossed into Franklin Park. It was dark, and delicate moonbeams cut across branches and leaves of tall oaks and dappled the ground with a soft light. He approached a bench where a man in dark slacks and a dark polo sat. Reardon did not sit. The man stood up. 

      “I have a problem,” Reardon said.

      “So I hear.” 

      “Why do I have a problem?”

      “I wouldn’t be privy to that. Everything on my end is secure.”

      “I’ll be under scrutiny for a while. Lay low until this simmers down. I’ll reach out when I’m ready to pick up again.” 

      “You don’t think it’s retaliation for what happened in Croatia last month? It was bold what you did.”

      “Croatia was necessary. Some had forgotten who they were dealing with.” 

      “Perhaps they’re trying to tell you the same thing.”

      Reardon slid a hand into his pocket and produced a flash drive, handed it to his colleague. “What you requested is all there. Except for Lux. Until I know who created the leak I’m keeping that close to the chest.”

      “Then you’d better find out where the leak is, and fast. I can’t do much without Lux.” He looked thoughtfully at Reardon. “What else is bothering you? It’s more than the leak.”

      “Something unexpected went very wrong. Nothing I can’t handle.” With that, Reardon nodded, said, “Good evening,” and then turned and retraced his steps back toward 13th Street.  

      As he walked past the statue of Commodore John Barry, Frank O’Conner slipped the flash drive into the pocket of his slacks and dipped back into the shadows. 

      
        
        ____________________

      

      

      Ellie hadn’t been able to eat breakfast. She had taken the night before off from the warehouse and slept in till eight o’clock. She felt rested. Still, she thought she might throw up. 

      The picture was as large as a sheet of notebook paper. Ellie set it face-up on the table and pushed it over to her sister, who had just finished a plate of sausage and eggs. Katie set her fork down on her plate, and her smile retreated as she assessed the image. “Ellie. What is this?”

      Ellie swallowed hard. “It’s Dad.”

      “I can see that.” Her voice was drawn. “Why does...why does the timestamp say this was taken three months ago?” When Katie looked across the table into her sister’s face, Ellie’s hands went cold. 

      “Because he’s not dead, Katie.”

      Katie huffed like it all might be a joke, opened her mouth to speak, and then stalled. She looked back on the picture and shook her head. “What?” 

      “Someone at the CIA gave this to me. Someone I trust.”

      Katie put a hand over her mouth and softly repeated herself. “What?” Ellie recalled the first few moments after she saw the photo herself. How it felt like the world had tilted at the edges, how she couldn’t breathe, and the sudden disharmony of horror and hope that had tumbled through her. “I don’t understand,” Katie said. “He...he died. He’s dead.”

      “I think he staged it all,” Ellie said quietly. 

      Katie came to her feet, her chair nearly tumbling backward. She shook her head. “He wouldn’t do that.” She looked down on the grainy image. “Would he?”

      “I don’t know.”

      Katie rubbed at her eyebrows with her fingertips. “This can’t be...Ellie, I don’t understand. He...the accident. How long have you known?”

      “A few days after this was taken.”

      “You’ve known for a few months?” There was no accusation in her voice. Only shock.  “Why didn’t you tell me?”

      “Katie, I don’t understand what’s happening or why. The man who gave me this—he wasn’t supposed to. He didn’t offer any answers at the time.”

      Katie stared wide-eyed out the window in her back door. “When will we get some?”

      “That’s the thing. The man who gave me this was killed a couple weeks ago.”

      “Killed?”

      “That’s all I know. I don’t know why, or by whom. But that means that I still don’t know anything more about this photo than you do.”

      Katie blinked and shook her head, stared at her empty plate. “Ellie, he’s really alive?”

      “I think he is.” 

      “Why did this...guy give you the photo in the first place?”

      “He was a good man. He thought I needed to know. I just don’t know why. I’ve reached out to someone at Langley, but so far he hasn’t been able to find anything.” Ellie watched her sister, waiting for her to be upset with her. “What are you thinking right now?”

      “If...if he wasn’t kidnapped, then...then that means he faked his own death.”

      Ellie nodded.

      “And that means he’s let us live beneath his lie for the last two years.”

      “I know.”

      “Oh God.” Katie looked back on the photo. She ran the tips of her fingers over his face. “He looks tired. Older.”

      “Yeah.”

      “Do you think he might come—” Katie didn’t finish. She just looked into vacant space. 

      “I’ve wondered that a million times,” Ellie said. “To be honest, I think he was probably working with the CIA, not the DOJ. Even so, I’m not sure what to think. I don’t even know whose side he might be on.”

      “Really? How can you not know, Ellie? It’s Dad we’re talking about here.” She rubbed at her cheeks. “I guess we don’t know, do we?”

      “People can change. Even good people like Dad.”

      Katie stood up and went to the cupboard. She pulled out a bottle of wine and and set it on the table, then she slid a wine glass from the cabinet. It was only nine in the morning. Ellie lifted a finger. “Me too,” she said.
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      This time they gave out eleven spots at the warehouse. Dozens of large boxes stood in the receiving bay at the far end of the floor. Nearly a dozen empty crates were spread across the floor behind them. Everyone was told that the boxes contained smaller ones that held a product, about the size of a tissue box. He instructed everyone to stack the small boxes in an orderly fashion on a pallet, twelve high. From there, they were to wrap the stack in clear stretch wrap and then start another pallet. The tape on the large boxes had already been cut so, he said, they could get to it. 

      When she was done with her first pallet, an old man with no teeth was working next to her and held the roll of stretch film while she wrapped it. When Ellie was three-and-a-half pallets in, the man that had watched her working the other night walked across the floor and approached. “Take a break and follow me.”

      She left her work and he led her across the warehouse floor to an exit door. He opened it and she followed him down a series of metal steps that echoed against their footfalls. They walked across the dirt toward the ancillary building. The light was on inside. He opened the door and she followed him in.

      They were in a small storage room. Shelving that ran along all four walls was filled with tools, file boxes, and three ring binders. A large work table sat in the middle of the room and a single light bulb hung from an exposed wire over its center.  

      Two other men were already there. Anyone else in Ellie’s position might have felt alarmed. But Ellie detected nothing in the room’s energy or the men’s dispositions that told her she had reason for concern.  

      The man she followed inside motioned toward a chair in the corner. “Have a seat.” He remained standing, as did the others.

      “I’ll stand,” she said. 

      “I’m Javier.” He gestured to the other two. “That there is Luis. And Ollie.”

      She nodded toward them. “What do you need?” she asked. 

      “Do you like the work you’re doing for us?”

      She shrugged. “I don’t know that I’m in a position to complain.” 

      “The other night you said you would rather make money on other people's habits than spend it on your own. What did you mean by that?”

      Ellie looked at each man in turn. Coming back to Javier, she said, “Was that not clear?”

      Javier rubbed his chin, said, “If it was clear I wouldn’t have asked you.”

      Ellie crossed her arms. “Look, I don’t know if you guys knew a Jose Perez.” When their surprised expressions told her that they did, she continued. “I ran a curb for him. Up near Burnt Store.” Luis and Ollie looked at each other. “When Nunez was killed and Jose got arrested, my source dried up. I can’t sell the blanks that are out there now. I’ve got a connection in Orlando who can get me on a curb again, pushing the sort of quality I was getting from Jose.” She looked back at Javier. “Is that clear enough for you?” 

      “If we can get you a better job, do you still need to make it to Orlando?”

      “Depends. What will I be doing?” 

      “That I can’t say. But before we go any further you would need a ride. You have a car? It’s ten miles from here.”

      “That’s not a problem,” she said. “I can figure it out.”  

      “This new gig pays very well and might get you back to what you were doing before.” He quoted her a figure. “You interested?”

      “I guess so.”

      There was a notepad on the table top. Javier grabbed a pen and scratched something down. He ripped off the top sheet and handed it to her. “It’s a plant farm a couple miles from here. You’ll work up to six hours starting at 7 pm. Start the night after next.” 

      She looked down at the paper. “A plant farm?”

      “Yeah. You know, like a commercial nursery? They’re short a couple hands. If you’re interested, you have to be there night after next. If not, don’t bother.” 

      “I’ll be there.” 

      “One more thing. If you’ve got a phone, don’t bring it. Don’t even leave it in your car.” Then Javier dismissed her, and Ellie walked back to the warehouse with a smile on her lips.
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      The address Quinton had been given led him to an office park in Punta Gorda. He parked his truck in an open spot near the front door and went inside, clutching a stainless steel travel mug in his hand. The interior was old, but not dirty, showing its age by the outdated bricked walls of the lobby, gold-chromed lighting, and dark, thinning carpet. A set of stairs rode up the wall to his right, and he took them to the second floor.  

      A minute later he was escorted to the back of the suite and into Stacey Blume’s office. Today she wore black jeans and a white blouse that, while still revealing her navel, covered most of her stomach. The lady who had walked into his bait shop a few days ago was nowhere to be seen. Stacey’s disposition was all business. Apparently, her sultry little show had been intended as some kind of test. Quinton had passed, but her finger was still sore. 

      They spent the first few minutes discussing their legitimate businesses. As it turned out, Stacey Blume owned several businesses throughout Lee and Charlotte counties. Businesses that included a small chain of hair salons, a food processing plant, and a lighting manufacturer that specialized in commercial LEDs. 

      Quinton set his travel mug on her desk and pushed it toward her. “Here’s the coffee you asked for. Let me know what you think.” 

      Stacey picked up the mug.  “You can speak freely in here.” She removed the lid, peered in, then set it aside. “Very good. I’ll have it tested and get back with you. I take it you were familiar with Mateo Nunez?”

      “Of course.” 

      “He was my coke supplier. Since he was taken down I’ve been trying to find a local supplier who can get me something purer than forty percent. Right now, I’m getting garbage and I’d rather not have to source as far out as Miami or Tampa.”

      Quinton dipped his head toward the mug. “Ours is eighty percent. Minimum.”

      Stacey broke into a sudden laugh, nearly a giggle. “Come on. No one gets over sixty percent. Certainly not eighty. Not unless you have people in the actual production cycle.”

      When all she got back was a blank stare, her smiled dried up. “If you’re not BS’ing me then I think you and I will have a very long relationship.”

      “Tell me about fentanyl,” he said. “How do you get it?”

      “I was getting it from China, but we recently learned how to source the required chemicals ourselves. Once you have that, making it is like mixing up a batch of cookies.”

      “Beak was saying that you’re lacing the coke with it?”

      “Oh. Yes. I’m telling you, it’s the future. Once the street dealers have their semi-annual customers becoming semi-weekly customers, they find that they can’t move their supply fast enough. That’s all because of the additive. I don’t know what all Beak told you about the process, but fentanyl is sixty to eighty times more potent than heroin. Than heroin,” she repeated. “We’ll literally add in only three to four grains of fentanyl—and I mean like the size of a grain of salt—to every gram of coke.” She snapped her painted fingers. “And then we have a new customer for life.” 

      Before Quinton left Stacey Blume’s office a half hour later, he discovered that sitting there, talking with her, he was beginning to feel something he hadn’t felt his entire ten years working at this business. It was a newfound kind of energy—excitement maybe. The way you feel just before you get in that small plane that will take you skydiving or when your toes are hugging the edge of a cliff as you contemplate the forty foot drop into the hot springs below. It was that anticipation, that thrill that hovered just below the skin.

      It was indeed the dawn of a new era.
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      Late that morning Ellie had walked down to The Salty Mangrove and helped her sister serve customers through the lunch hour. Tyler had come down and spent an hour working on the repairs to the indoor seating area. He had the exterior all framed in but was still short on lumber for the ceiling joists. All of the lumber yards and home supply stores were running out of supplies as soon as they got them in. Once the lunch crowd died down, Ellie and Tyler left the bar together to go shooting at Reticle, something they hadn’t been able to squeeze in between hurricanes and drug dealers and kidnappers over these last few weeks. 

      Tyler led the way down the narrow ramp that led to the crushed shell parking lot, and they got into his truck. When he slipped his keys into the ignition and started it up, the radio blared out Metallica’s Fuel. He reached toward the radio knob and punched it off.

      “Hey. That’s not George Strait or Kenny Chesney,” Ellie said.

      He gripped the steering wheel. “Don’t tell my mama.”

      “You know, a guy like you can’t just cross genres like that. You’ve already moved to Florida, something a real Texan would never do anyway.” Then, remembering why he had moved out here in the first place, Ellie found herself feeling a little foolish. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to be insensi—”

      He raised a genial hand and then jumped as a loud, rapping knock sounded on his window. He turned and saw Gloria on the other side of the glass. To his right, Ellie was laughing. He turned toward her. “I wasn’t startled, okay? I just...wasn't prepared.” He rolled down his window. Gloria set a hand on his door, wheezing. They waited for her to catch her breath. 

      “Sorry...I haven’t….” She paused, took in another batch of oxygen. “Haven’t run that fast since grade school.”

      Tyler was surprised it had been that recent. “What’s up?” he asked. 

      “I—” Her gaze fell to the inside of Tyler’s truck. “This is a nice truck, Tyler.” She leaned in a little. “I like the black leather.”

      “Thanks.”

      “Did you need to tell us something?” Ellie prodded.

      “Oh.” She laughed at herself. “Of course. Yes.” She rubbed at her forehead. “I’m a little embarrassed. Ellie, a friend of yours called the bar late yesterday morning, right after Katie opened it. Katie had gone over to the coolers at the marina to get some fish when the phone rang, so I answered it. A man was looking for you, said he didn’t have another number for you.”

      “Who was it?” Ellie asked. 

      “He told me to tell just you. No one else.” Gloria looked at Tyler suspiciously, like he might be a spy, like maybe this had been the moment he’d been waiting for all along.

      “Tyler can hear it too, Gloria. Did he say what he wanted?”

      “Well, see, I don’t know about that. Honestly, I’m a bit confused myself. Fu is convinced you have a secret boyfriend or something.”

      Tyler’s brows went up.

      “He sounded a little distressed and made me repeat the message back to him three times.”

      “So who was it?” Ellie asked.

      “He said his name was Virgil.” 

      Ellie’s next words were filled with tension. “What was the message?” 

      Gloria waved a hand. “Like I said, I don’t understand it, and Fu, well, he said—”

      “Gloria!” Ellie snapped, and didn’t apologize.

      “Oh. Sorry. Virgil said to tell you...duststorm?”

      From the corner of his eye, Tyler saw Ellie’s entire body tense. She leaned toward the driver’s window. “You’re sure that’s the word he used? Duststorm? It’s important.”

      “Well, sure. I remember because I got to thinking about this show I saw on TV where—”

      “Gloria,” Ellie interjected, softer now. She managed a light smile. “It was just an old college friend of mine carrying on an ancient joke between us. Silly. I’m sorry you pulled away from the bar just for that.” 

      Gloria relaxed. “Oh, good. Like I said, he just sounded so worried and made me promise half a dozen times that I would get you the message right away. I thought maybe he or you were in some kind of trouble.”

      “He’s a bit of a troublemaker, even to this day,” Ellie said. “It’s an old game he just won’t let go. Tell Fu to forget all that nonsense about a boyfriend.” 

      Tyler let out a breath. 

      Gloria, looking relieved, said, “I’m sorry I forgot to tell you. As soon as we hung up, Greg Sanderson docked and called us over to see this huge redfish. It was in his live well and he was going to send it back into the water.” 

      Ellie thanked her again, and Gloria waddled back up the ramp.  

      Tyler brought the window back up. “That wasn’t good news she gave you.”

      “Drive,” she said.  

      He backed the truck up and pulled out onto Oleander Street. The cab was oddly silent for the next mile. Ellie rubbed her palms back and forth against the tops of her thighs. “You know how I told you a few weeks ago about the old team I had been with in Europe?”

      “Of course.”

      “The man who called the bar—he’s the teammate I saw at Mango Mania.”

      “Okay.”

      “Back then we had a codebook that gave us terms for certain situations. Many went unused, but we had to know them in the event that we ever needed them. That word, it was just a precaution, one of the terms in our book that we had to know.”

      “Duststorm?”

      She nodded.

      Tyler kept his eyes on the road and spoke slowly. “What does it mean?”

      She took in a deep breath and let it go in a controlled release. “It means I have someone after me.”

      “After you? As in, someone who wants to kill you?”

      “Yes.”

      Tyler shook his head and blew a puff of air from his cheeks. “And you’re sure this isn’t a joke?” 

      “He wouldn't joke like that. He was going out to Arizona to look into a hunch.” 

      “What kind of hunch?”

      “I really can’t say more than that.”

      “Come on, Ellie.”

      “Just...give me some time to work this out, okay?”

      “You’re going to the cops, right?”

      “No,” Ellie said. 

      “What?” Tyler hit his brakes, pulled off onto the grassy shoulder. He looked over at her. “Ellie, come on.” 

      “Tyler, you need to understand what this means. A trained killer—call him an assassin if you want—is probably coming for me. The police can’t do anything about it.”

      “Well, dammit, what about the CIA? Can’t they post people around your house or something? Don’t they have a code word for that?”

      “That’s not how it works. I have a contact I trust. I’ve already reached out to him for answers about my dad. I’ll tell him about this too, but he won’t be able to get me protection. For now, all he’ll be able to do is get me to the right person to file a report. I don’t even know who’s after me. For all I know it’s someone on the inside. If Langley knew anything they would have already warned me.”

      Tyler’s jaw was clenched, and he shook his head again. “Unbelievable. So what are you gonna do? You can stay at my place or something.”

      “No. I can’t stay with anyone I have connections with. I need to lay low until all this gets sorted out.”

      “Lay low?” He dragged an open palm across his stubbly chin. “Someone is literally coming to kill you?”

      She threw her hands up. “I don’t know what’s going on, Tyler. I just know that I don’t have a reason not to trust what Virgil was trying to tell me.” Trying to...trying to. Why did he only try to? she thought. Why did he only call the one time? Suddenly, Ellie felt ill. “Yesterday morning,” she said quietly. 

      “What?”

      “Gloria said he called yesterday morning.”

      “So...why hasn’t he called again?” Tyler finished. “You think they got to him?” 

      She straightened up. “I need to rent a place. Right across the canal from mine, if I can. I need you to put it in your name. And I need you to get Citrus and some stuff from my house for me.”

      “Okay. Sure.”

      “And I’ll need to borrow the truck you keep at Reticle.”

      “That old clunker? Okay.” He ripped his hat off his head and ran a hand through his hair. “Good Lord, Ellie, this is ridiculous.”

      “I’m aware of that. But I have a plan.”

      “You have a plan? Already?” He looked glumly out the windshield. “Of course you do.” He shook his head and pulled the truck back onto the road.
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      Each fall, around the first week of October, Sandi Littlejohn would trade in her Cadillac Escalade for the newest model. From there she would drive it directly to a shop in Fort Myers where they would strip the paint and slap on a coat of Pepto pink. When Sandi drove her Escalade around Pine Island, it would glisten in the Florida sun like a child’s candy on wheels. And it wasn’t just the Escalade that was pink. It was all pink: her clothing, nails, earrings, phone cover, shoes, pens, purse, wallet, eyeshadow; Sandi plundered the world of all things adorned with the fanciful color. Someone had recently started a rumor that even her toilet lid was pink, and no one was quite sure that it was wrong. Sandi had heard that one when she was getting her hair done at Hattie’s Hairport and liked it very much. Someone else had once quipped that Sandi Littlejohn gave pink a bad name, and maybe she did, but she had a brand no one could compete with and, as a result, happened to manage more vacation rentals than anyone else on the island.    

      No one was privy to the fact that her favorite color was actually a softer version of olive green, and Sandi had no immediate plans to tell them. Locals chatting it up behind coffee cups and beer mugs and fishing poles didn’t tend to gossip much about people who had an optical affair with olive green. They did, however, gossip about Pepto pink, about a tacky sense of style. Sandi Littlejohn happened to know this and just how to capitalize on it. 

      “Come See Sandi...You’ll be Tickled Pink!” 

      This is who Tyler went to see about renting the house across the canal from Ellie’s. He had never met the lady, but she had a three o’clock available today. So Tyler had jumped in his truck and driven up to Pine Island Center. He had expected to find an eccentric, middle-aged woman wearing too much makeup who drawled on and laughed too much. What he found instead was a first rate professional. 

      Many of the homes in St. James City were owned by snowbirds, who came down from up north each year, generally around December, and waited for the icy snows to come and go before heading back up to their summer homes. The interim months away from Florida had many of them turning their empty properties into vacation rentals. Sandi informed Tyler that the house directly across the canal from Ellie wasn’t available. Someone was coming later this week for that one. But the one right next to it—on the north side—was; the previous party had backed out of the rental yesterday, and would he like to grab it up? Tyler thought about that for a second and told her it would be fine, just fine. A half hour after he’d walked in, Tyler left with a rental agreement, a set of keys, and, he admitted to himself, tickled pink. 

      
        
        ____________________

      

      

      Ellie’s house was small, the rental house smaller, but it would work well for their purposes. Instead of a stunted section of grass that served as a backyard, the home boasted a screened-in Florida room that stopped a couple feet from the seawall. From there to her boat lift Ellie estimated the diagonal distance across the canal to be less than sixty feet. 

      After Tyler finished shaking hands with Sandy Littlejohn, he had gone to a used electronics store in Fort Myers and purchased everything on Ellie’s list. Then he went to her place and spent an hour installing hidden infrared cameras around the house while Citrus inspected them, jumping up and yipping crazily as though auditioning for Big Brother 87: Dog Edition. When Tyler was done, he gathered some of Ellie’s personal items and drove around the north end of the canal to the rental. 

      Citrus was thrilled at his new living arrangements. He spent the first ten minutes sniffing every square inch of the place and the next ten minutes running sprints across them. After crashing headfirst into a door jamb knocked some of the spunk out of him, he went and laid on the couch, finally falling asleep upside down, his head hanging off the cushion toward the floor.  

      Tyler left again for a Winn-Dixie run to stock Ellie up on some fresh groceries. While he was gone she got to work at the kitchen table, setting up the monitors he had purchased. When that was complete she opened her laptop and started programming the video feeds from her home. Once it got dark Tyler would position two more cameras on the outside of the Florida room so they could have a clear shot of Ellie’s back door and the canal in front of it. 

      After getting the feeds set up, Ellie checked her email. There was a message from Eugene Ripley, her Zurich-based connection who was getting her information on Ryan Wilcox’s death. He said that his Ukrainian-based informant would have the requested information to him in the next few days. 

      She cleared her inbox and then put in a call to her Langley contact, Nathan Price. His cell was turned off. She left him a voicemail, telling him to call, that it was urgent. Though she was no longer with the CIA, protocol still required her to report Virgil’s message to a special hotline. The idea that someone would actually follow such a procedure was almost comical to Ellie, at least in this particular situation. She didn’t know who to trust, and she wasn’t going to call a generic phone number where the wrong people would surely be keeping their ears tuned in. Nathan Price was a good man, as best she knew, and if she was going to trust anyone in the intelligence community, it would be him. 

      She set her phone on the table and clicked on her internet browser, intent on finding anything she could that might suggest Virgil or Cicero were in trouble. Ten minutes later, when Tyler walked in with grocery bags dangling from his fingers, Ellie was staring at her laptop screen, wiping tears off her cheeks. “What’s wrong?” he asked. He set the bags on the counter. 

      “Virgil. He’s...he’s dead. So is Cicero.”

      “What? How?”

      She motioned to her screen. Tyler squatted down and turned it toward himself. Ellie stood up and went to the couch, pulling her knees up to her chin and hugging them. Citrus woke up, took a quick look at his owner, and rested his chin on her feet. The news article detailed a patient who had escaped Banner Hospital in Phoenix and murdered a local pawn shop owner before dying from trauma. The patient was also connected to several deaths up in Flagstaff a couple days prior. 

      Tyler scrolled back up the page. “When was this?”

      “Yesterday.” 

      “It doesn’t say what happened in Flagstaff,” he said.

      “There's a couple other tabs in the browser. From all I can tell Virgil ran into an ambush or an assassination attempt. I think he or Cicero may have killed the team that came after them, but he was injured getting away.”

      “It says that Virgil killed a pawn shop owner?”

      “No. That is not what happened. Whoever failed to kill him in Flagstaff came after him and set him up. If I had to guess, that shop owner took him in after he got away from the hospital. Somehow they found him anyway.” She looked over at Tyler. “That’s why Virgil called and left me that message.” She choked on her next words. “And that’s why he never called back.” 

      Tyler stood up and went to the couch. He nudged Citrus. “Give me some room, Bucko.” Citrus, who knew something was off and was still recovering from a concussion, quietly moved over. Tyler sat down next to Ellie and took her in his arms. She laid her head on his shoulder. “I’m so sorry,” he said.  

      They sat there for several minutes while Ellie kept wiping tears away. “I’m so angry,” she said. “What the hell is going on?” 

      “I know you think we shouldn't get the cops involved, but now—”

      “No.” Her voice was crisp. “The very reason Virgil escaped from the hospital is because he knew the authorities couldn’t protect him. Did you see in that article about his wounds? He didn’t bolt in that condition because he hated the food. If I call the police I will have no control over this. The assassin won’t show the way I think he will, and he’ll find a way around them. Let’s just stick to the plan.” 

      He stood up, walked to the Florida room, and looked across the canal toward her house. He folded his arms. “Fine. No cops. But I don’t like it.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      Chewy pushed on the door to the fishing shack, and Andrés followed him in. Looking around, Chewy sat on a wooden crate next to the air compressor. Andrés remained standing and peered through the small window toward Cayo Costa. 

      Chewy was wearing a new trench coa: same brand, same tobacco brown. It rested a little stiff across his shoulders, and he was thinking maybe it just needed breaking in when he heard the drone of a boat engine drawing nearer from the south. It slowed on its approach to the shack and finally cut off. A minute later Quinton appeared in the doorway, smiling. 

      “Gentlemen,” he said. Andrés turned away from the window. “Thank you both for meeting me out here.” He motioned toward Andrés’s feet. “Andrés, I wouldn’t stand right there. It looks sturdy, but that area of the floor is rotten on the underside. I’d hate for you to take an unexpected swim.” 

      Andrés smiled. “Thank you.” 

      Quinton ran a hand up the wall. “As soon as I can come about some more wood, this old girl will be right as rain.” He turned back to his associates. “I’ll be brief,” Quinton said. “You know that when I left for my trip this past spring I was fulfilling a promise.”

      Both men nodded.

      “However, in my extended absence I had also agreed to see what connections I could make for us in other cities. Most of them weren’t right for our purposes or present business model. However, there was one in particular that I think will be a good fit for us. Especially since Nunez is no longer around. So, for now, I’m going to divert a quarter of what we bring in to an alternate distributor. Neither of you will need to move inland. It will just remain at the drop off. I’ve gotten someone else to handle pickup.”

      Andrés shot a concerned glance toward Chewy, who kept his gaze on Quinton. 

      “Who is it?” Chewy asked.

      “For now, since it’s a new relationship, I want to see how it shakes out before I bring all of us into it.”

      “They are just moving it for us as a new distributor?” Andrés asked. “Because with Cèsar gone our relationship with Ángeles Negros has never been better. His replacement has been worthy of the role.”

      Quinton wavered, and when he did Chewy felt a prickling sensation on the back of his neck. He said, “Quinton, we are behind you, you know that. You and Ringo...we respect you both.”

      “What is your concern, Chewy?”

      “But why will you not just tell us who it is?”

      “That’s fair,” Quinton said. “I know I’ve been gone, but from all that I can see and from what Ringo has told me the angle we’ve had with Kyle Armstrong and his distillery has been what my grandfather would have called the right size wrench. It was a perfect fit for us. Now that Mr. Armstrong has jumped off the deep end—” Quinton chuckled. “Excuse the pun. Now that Mr. Armstrong has made it so that we can’t work with him any longer, I’m pursuing a new direction. And it’s going to benefit all of us. A lot. I can promise you that. Expect to see your personal cash flows spike as we move forward. As soon as I’m happy with this new contact, I’ll bring you both in on it.” 

      “We already get paid very fairly,” Chewy noted. 

      “Yes. Yes, I know. But sometimes you just have to ‘put yourself at the front of the line to get that coin while you still have time’.” He grinned, more so with his eyes than his mouth. “Right, Chewy?” Chewy, stunned, just sat on the crate. “Anyway,” Quinton continued, “I’m excited for our future together.” He looked at his watch. “I’ve got to run. Just make sure to shut the door when you leave.” Then Quinton walked out of the shack, got in his boat, and headed back toward St. James City.

      Andrés turned back to look out the window. “Chewy, why do I feel something is not right?” 

      Chewy stood and adjusted his coat across his shoulders. He felt it too. But he couldn’t fully decide if it was because Quinton wasn’t letting them in on the new business relationship or if it was because he had just heard Quinton quote Larry Lawrence as if it was the most natural thing in the world, as if he had listened to Larry enough to—to—to quote him. 

      And it was then, for only the briefest of moments, that Chewy felt something he had not experienced in his entire life. 

      He felt hot.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty

          

        

      

    

    
      Tyler rubbed the sandpaper across the wood, smoothing out the putty that he had scraped across the nail holes a couple days prior. Particle dust fell to the deck and was quickly taken away by a good breeze coming off the water. 

      No one had shown at Ellie’s house last night. Tyler had slept on the couch of the rental, and they took shifts watching the video feeds. Sometime around two in the morning Ellie woke Tyler up for his shift. They ended up talking at the kitchen table, and it was then that Ellie decided to tell him about her midnight escapades to work alongside the homeless. Javier said she was to be at the pickup spot the next evening, and if they didn’t see anything on the monitors before then, Ellie was going to need Tyler to watch them while she was out. 

      He listened to her reasons and logic before saying anything. After saying he thought she was simply jonesing for trouble, he’d left it at that and told her to get her butt in the bed. 

      Now, as Tyler rubbed at the dried wood putty, a seagull swooped down and hovered a few feet from him. It landed, cocked its head, and looked at him suspiciously. “What’s the word, big fella?” He put his knees onto the deck and started at the bottom rail when he heard Gloria’s lusty voice come around the corner. “Oh, Ellie? No, she’s down at the Keys for a couple days.”

      Tyler stood up. He let the sandpaper fall to the deck and wiped his hands on his jeans. The gull snatched at the sandpaper, took several cautious steps, and took flight.

      “I think she’s planning on being back by tomorrow night,” Gloria was saying. Tyler walked inside The Salty Mangrove’s now semi-covered seating area and passed through the small kitchen before stepping behind the bar. He grabbed a glass, filled it with water, and drank slowly, looking nowhere in particular. The man speaking with Gloria was about his own height, but thick muscles were clearly defined beneath his polo shirt. He had a red beard and wore a nondescript ball cap and sunglasses. 

      “Oh, Tyler,” Gloria said, “this is an old friend of Ellie’s...I’m sorry, I think I forgot your name. Did you tell me your name?”

      Fu was busy shaking his head no when the man said, “I don’t know that I did. Dugan. Dugan Spencer.” 

      Tyler nodded a hello and wiped a couple droplets from his mouth with the back of his hand. “Just passing through?” Tyler asked.

      “Yes. I have a business meeting down in Naples tomorrow. Was hoping I could catch her on my way down there.”

      “She’ll hate that she missed you,” Gloria said.

      “You guys go back a ways?” Tyler asked.

      “Way back. College days. I’d heard from a mutual friend that she was still down here. No big deal.”   

      Tyler looked at the newcomer. “Do you want to leave your number so she can call?”

      “Nah, I’d better be going anyway. I’ll connect with her another time.”

      He said goodbye, and while Fu was muttering in Chinese to Gloria about another one of Ellie’s secret boyfriends, Tyler watched the man get back in a skiff and ride it south toward Sanibel. Then he grabbed up his truck keys from behind the counter and jogged down the ramp to the parking lot. 

      
        
        ____________________

      

      

      “Here, hand me that pencil.” Tyler looked around for a piece of paper. Not immediately seeing one he leaned over to the bookshelf hanging above the kitchen table and pulled out a Randy Wayne White hardback. He opened the front flap and pulled out the dust jacket. He set the book aside, flipped over the dust jacket, and sat down. Using a forearm to keep the paper flush against the table, he spent the next couple minutes scratching away on the paper like a frenzied accountant. He rubbed at it with his thumb a few times and tilted his head in concentration. Finally he was done and he leaned away from it for Ellie to review. She stood over the portrait and was about to comment on his skills when she registered the man represented by hard pencil lines and soft smudges. 

      A sensation like melting ice chips trickled down her spine. “This guy?” she said. “You’re sure?”

      “What do you mean am I sure? This was the guy. I mean he had sunglasses on, but...” He examined her expression. “Wait. You know him?”

      She pulled out a chair and sat down, then rubbed at her temples. “It doesn’t make sense,” she groaned. “How could it be him?” 

      “Who? Who is he?”

      “Trigg Deneford,” she said, still unbelieving, still confused. She spent the next five minutes filling Tyler in on the Nunez operation a couple months ago and Deneford’s role in it. How he had used his cover at Hawkwing Security to bring in tons of cocaine from Mexico.  How it had been his operation that had used the old boat at Mondongo Rocks to store gas for their boats back to Mexico. She told him how it was Deneford who had bruised her ribs in the takedown that forced her to take it easy for three weeks. 

      “So maybe he’s just back for revenge,” he said. “Maybe it’s a coincidence that he’d show up at the same time as you got Virgil’s message.” But then he shook his head. “That’s too much of a coincidence.”   

      “Trigg got out of jail because someone high up pulled some strings,” Ellie said. “Whoever he’s working for must be tied into my old team somehow. But that would mean that they are some kind of top brass. Very few even knew about my team.”  

      “Revenge?” Tyler offered up. “For something you did when you were with the Agency?”

      “Yeah. Could be.” But we disbanded four years ago. Why just now?  She had no answers, and no facts at all from which to deduce any. She gathered herself, sitting up straight and rubbing her hands together. “Okay, well. Now we know who we’re dealing with. Trigg Deneford and anyone he brings along with him.”

      Tyler said, “Since we know who’s after you now, let’s just call the police and let them in on it.”

      “No. Nothing’s changed. Deneford—this guy is an ex-Navy SEAL. If a blade of grass is out of place or a shadow displaced, he won’t show. He’ll do it another way.”  

      “I can’t believe we’re sitting here talking about a guy who wants to kill you and I was five feet from him earlier today. I should have just beat his ass right there.” 

      She looked at the clock. It was already eight-thirty. She was in her tank, shorts, and Doc Martens, ready to meet the van that would take her to the next job site. “I’ve got to go,” she said. “Just keep an eye on the cameras. I should be back before two. If he shows tonight, we’ll flip the switch on our plan.” 

      Tyler was looking intently at the drawing he had made.

      “Hey,” Ellie said, “It’s going to be all right. We’ll get him. I got him once. I can do it again.” She grabbed the old truck’s keys off the counter and walked purposefully toward the door that led to the garage. She spoke over her shoulder. “And when all this is over you’re going to tell me why I didn’t know you could draw like that.”

      “Sure thing.” He watched her walk away. 

      “Without mentioning your mother,” she called back.

      “By the way,” he said. “I like your new look.” But the door had already shut. He looked over at Citrus. “What?” 

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-One

          

        

      

    

    
      Reticle’s old clunker was a 1989 Ford pickup that came in three colors: blue paint, gray primer, and red rust. It ran, and that was all Ellie needed. She drove north on Route 41 and put the city lights behind her, passing open fields and fruit tree plantations until she saw a large white sign with blue letters come up on her left. It read “Duncan’s Wholesale Nursery and Landscaping.” Ellie turned onto a dirt road and drove through an open gate. She had the truck windows down, and, as she drove through the center of a palm tree plantation, scents of orange, lemon, and honeysuckle swirled through the cab. The road ran roughly a hundred yards before veering to the right and terminating at a clearing where a small building sat, a high, metal-framed pavilion behind it. Next to the pavilion was a backhoe, a Bobcat, a small shed, and a large mound of topsoil. Ellie parked in front of the building and put her phone into the glove box, locking it before she got out. No cell phone policy or not, she didn’t know what she was getting into, and she wasn’t doing it without quick access to a phone. 

      A sodium light, tethered to a phone pole, whined a single, shrill note above her. There were no lights on in the building, but the pavilion was lit up. Ellie walked around to the back where a heavyset man with a black ponytail was coming toward her. 

      “Can I help you?” he said. 

      “I’m Heather Smith. Javier told me to come.”

      He folded his arms. “Yeah. Javier told me about you. He said you knew Nunez?”

      “No. That’s not what I said. I told him Jose Perez was my supplier. When Nunez died I couldn’t get a clean product.”

      He narrowed his eyes on her. “Jose, huh? Where did he dish out?”

      “What, is this a test?”

      “If you’re going to be working with us, we want to make sure you’re legit. Jose. Where did he dish out?”

      Ellie had dozens of hours combing through DEA files and photos behind her answer. “He stocked up at a house at Ridgeside. But he met his pushers at his apartment. Sometimes he would meet me behind the Stop ‘n’ Shop.”   

      “So you’ve been to his place? What picture did he have in his eating area?”

      “Anyone who knew Jose was aware that he had a thing for Marilyn Monroe.”

      “You talk to him lately?”

      “He was going to get me connected to another candyman before he got shanked in prison. So, no. I haven’t talked to him in a while.”

      He nodded, pleased. “I’m AJ. Follow me.” He led her into the pavilion, which smelled of fresh turned dirt and synthetic fertilizer. The dirt floor was filled with unplanted fruit and palm trees, their root balls wrapped in burlap. One man stood at the far end looking at his phone. “This is a commercial nursery,” AJ said as they continued walking, “so it closes down at five every night. We work a night shift of sorts. Sometimes there’s nothing to do. Sometimes there’s a lot to do. Lately, we’ve been busy and we needed someone else on the crew.” He looked her over. “But I don’t know that we’ve ever had a chick on our crew.”

      “Is that a problem?”

      “Guess not. It’s not my job to complain.” He stopped next to the other man who turned and slid his phone into a pocket. He sized her up. “This here is Julip,” AJ said. Julip was a small man, both in height and bone structure. If it weren’t for the lined and weathered skin on his narrow face, Ellie might have taken him for a twelve-year-old boy. He wore a black Yankees hat turned backward, and when he spoke a couple gold teeth sparkled in the lights. 

      “H-H-Hi,” he said. 

      “Hello,” she said.

      “I-It-It-it’s g-g-g-ood t-t—”

      “Julip stutters,” AJ interrupted. “So don’t ask him a question unless you can wait half an hour for the the answer.” Even Julip smiled at that.  

      “So what is it we do here?” Ellie asked. 

      “We wait for deliveries. Sometimes one comes, sometimes it doesn’t. They just want us here for when it does.”

      “And when it does? What do we do?” she asked.

      “We unload. But while we wait they’ve got us working on building a cellar. This is Julip’s last night, so you’re taking his place. You do good work, the boss will hear about it. You don’t, the boss will hear about that too.” 

      A soft rumble issued from the road and grew louder until a large delivery truck appeared, its side christened with the nursery’s logo. The truck turned out into a wide arc and then reversed into the pavilion. The driver shut the truck off, jumped down, then walked to the rear door and unlocked it. It rattled as he pushed it up. He engaged the tailgate lift, and the steel plate flipped out and rose up until it was flush with the truck’s floor. He scrambled up and, using a pallet jack, brought out two full pallets from the back of the truck and set them on the lift. AJ pressed a button beside the door, and the lift slowly came down. Five minutes later the pallets were sitting in the middle of the pavilion and the truck had left. AJ went over to a control pad mounted to a steel support beam. He pressed a button with a note above it that read “front gate.”

      The pallets were stacked high with white plastic bags labeled as fertilizer. Julip pulled off the stretch wrap as AJ explained what they were to do. He slapped a hand on one of the bags. “If you look close, some bags have a green stripe on the bottom and some have a yellow one. We take the green ones out and restack all the yellow ones back on the pallets and wrap them again. 

      “Th-th-then w-w-w—” Julip tried explaining, but AJ cut him off.

      “Then we take the green ones around back, dig a hole, and throw them in.”

      “Dig a hole?” Ellie asked.

      “Yeah, it’s basically the same one every time. The soil is loose. Someone comes and gets them before the nursery opens again. They won’t be here tomorrow.”

      “B-b-but th-that’s wh-wh-why we’re build-building a c-c-cellar,” Julip said.

      So that’s what they did. The three of them dug a large hole, tossed in the bags that Ellie was fairly certain were full of drugs, and filled in the hole. When they were done, the three of them shiny with sweat, Ellie asked if that was all the job entailed. “Some nights we’ll get more than one delivery,” AJ said. “But I don’t know until they’re right outside the gate. They’ll send me a text. They do it that way because the boss doesn’t like us knowing too much. Let’s take a breather and then we can get working on the cellar until it’s time to go.” 

      They took a break every hour. Neither AJ nor Julip seemed too intent on breaking much of a sweat. It turned out that Mark’s lead had been right after all, and Ellie had stumbled into something. As much as that excited her, as much as she hoped this might lead her to Ringo, tonight she just wanted to be at home, watching the monitors, preparing to spread her net over Trigg Deneford. When they took another break Ellie looked at the clock hanging on a support column. It was nearly eleven.

      Two more hours.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Two

          

        

      

    

    
      Tyler’s head lowered slowly until his chin dropped to his chest before flopping back up like an open Pez dispenser. His eyes shot open and he took in a deep breath. He rubbed at his eye sockets with his palms and stared wide-eyed at the bank of monitors—those silent, black and white images that had just nearly lulled him to sleep. Citrus was asleep in his bed, set against the outer edge of the couch. “A lot of help you are,” Tyler quipped. He stood up and walked over to the coffee pot. He grabbed a mug and poured himself a cup, then put it in the microwave. While he waited for it to heat up, he went back to the monitors. 

      A minute later the microwave beeped, and he went back over and took the mug out, then sat back at the kitchen table and watched for the man who wanted to kill Ellie.

      When Tyler was a small boy living in West Texas, on a particularly slow-moving Saturday morning in late August, a knock had come at his front door. This was just after the hungry jaws of their elementary school had reopened with a renewed commitment to spend the next nine months chewing the summer’s healing right out of their bones. Tyler opened the door to see his best friend, Buster Simmons, standing on the veranda, his lips slapped across half a bag of Big League Chew, his right hand clutching his .22 Fieldmaster rifle. Buster, trying not to choke on his gum, said that Tyler had to be as bored as he was and why didn’t they head out and knock off a few squirrels? Tyler’s folks had gone off to Amarillo for the day and had left him alone. Tyler was indeed bored, so he said sure and trotted back to his dad’s office and pulled his .410 shotgun off the rack. That was back in the days when a boy growing up in West Texas learned how to respect a gun before he could say half his ABCs or had enough sense to know good brisket from great. 

      Tyler joined Buster on the porch and made sure to pull the front door shut all the way—his mama hated it when he left it cracked. Mosquitoes got in, and boy did his mama hate mosquitoes in the house. “They get me while I’m sleeping, Tyler. They get at your father when he’s on the john. I don’t know why they keep their thieving straws out of you. You’re just so sweet.”

      On the east side of town, not a two mile walk from Tyler’s house, sat an abandoned pit the locals had long ago dubbed “The Bucket.” A full century before, a group of mining executives had come down from Nevada and convinced the local government to let them test a new piece of mining equipment in their sun-baked hardpan. The town council gladly accepted a check for saying yes, and the digging commenced and continued over the next four months. When it was over, the big-wigs from Nevada went back to their own desert, leaving a giant hole a hundred feet across and nearly sixty feet deep. The Bucket never was filled back in. Ever since, a mile to the northwest, off Highway 96, were the dumpings from said pit, which was reasonably termed “The Boob.” The Boob had dwindled down over the years, but nature finally got around to covering it in enough fountain grass to ensure that it remained the only hill in the flattest landscape outside of Kansas. The Bucket never did fill in, and twenty years later a new city government thought it a wise idea to run a couple strings of barb wire around the perimeter. So there it sat in the middle of the desert floor, looking like an infant canyon or the remains of an ancient riverbed. Eventually, water found its way into it and a small creek cut across the bottom, so half the year four to five feet of water ran through and the other half of the year it was no more than a damp gulch. Cottonwoods grew up from the floor, some of them reaching up past the top ledge. 

      That morning, two ten-year-old boys dipped under the barb wire and slipped up near the edge of The Bucket, spending the next hour popping off squirrels and watching them fall through dozens of branches and hundreds of leaves until they hit the loose gravel below. The boys relocated as the sun moved higher across the sky, and Buster was the first to hit another rodent. They watched it hit the bottom with a muted thud and then watched with a horrid exhilaration as the mother of all rattlers slalomed across the gravel and the dirt and slipped itself around the twitching squirrel. Buster started slapping Tyler on the shoulder, “You see that, man! Oh my God. Look at that mother!” Watching a predator of nature work mercilessly to finish off its prey sent an icy chill through his veins. But it was a good kind of chill. Like a snowcone across your tongue on a hot afternoon.  

      When Buster inched forward on his belly to get a better look, Tyler could hear the soft trickle of sand slipping off the edge, sliding down little rivulets and making a sound like a delicate rush of water. 

      “Buster, maybe you should get back a little ways. Some of that dirt ain’t steady.” Buster turned and looked him—no, glared at him—like he would if his older sister had come along with him. “Oh shut it, Tyler. I just wanna see. Oh my gaawwhhhdd, he’s got that little sucker in his mouth. You see this? Oh man, oh man, get over here and see this!” 

      Tyler eased a up little closer but hesitated to advance any farther. He loved snakes and wanted that look. But something kept him back. It wasn’t prudence, and it wasn’t smarts. It was a voice. A voice telling him to stay put. It wasn’t his mother’s voice; it wasn’t that of his father, or a teacher. It certainly wasn’t his own prepubescent vocals. This voice was deep. He had never heard it before, nor after. It was only years later, when he was watching reruns of Dukes of Hazzard, Tyler nearly choked on his pizza when he realized that the voice had sounded an awful lot like Uncle Jesse. Call it what you will. Call it the voice of God or a guardian angel; Tyler heard it, and it saved his life. 

      Tyler, back up.

      That was when Tyler experienced life in slow motion, long before he would ever hear someone use the phrase. A wedge started to loosen off The Bucket’s edge like a melting glacier, and Buster’s chest suddenly moved down a few inches.

      “Aaaahh! Help! Tyler—Tyler, HELP!!” Tyler reached out and grabbed the back heel of Buster’s boot. “I’ve got you. Now push back easy with your han—” But at that moment the traitorous wedge of hard-packed dirt slipped fully away from the cliff face, and Buster fell forward, his boot ripping from Tyler’s grip. “Tyyyyler!” That hesitating scream so filled with dread that told Tyler their friendship was about to end. That scream that would never stop reverberating across his eardrums.

      Tyler’s dad, up until he died of lung cancer ten years later, held to the opinion that his son had grown into a jokester because he had watched his best friend fall to his death and needed a way to cope. Tyler told jokes because he thought life was better when you laughed. But the older he got the more he came to believe that maybe his father had been on to something after all.

      And what he felt now, just sitting back, sipping coffee, waiting for Ellie’s killer to show, was that same sense of helplessness. That same feeling of watching your best friend crawl to the edge of something they might never come back from. And that was also when, as Tyler sat staring at the monitors, he felt as if someone had whacked him in the back of the head with a hand or a hat. Buster’s ghost, perhaps. Maybe Uncle Jesse’s ghost. But whatever—whoever—it was, it was telling him something. It was telling him not to back up this time, but to go forward. 

      Tyler set his coffee down hard enough that some slopped over the edge. He stood up. 

      The plan had just changed.
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      In the early morning hours the salty waters of Pine Island’s canals were as dark as old motor oil, and Trigg Deneford swam silently beneath the surface with all the expertise of a former frogman. 

      The canals on the southwest section of the island were like that of an open hand, accessed by one southern entry point which branched out into four distinct canals. Ellie O’Conner’s house was at the northern end of the westernmost canal, and once Deneford started swimming up it, he had three hundred and fifty yards to clear before arriving at the seawall behind her house. 

      He came up for air twice, hearing no sounds but that of palm fronds whispering through the coolness of the night air and ocean water lapping gently at the seawalls. When his head came up for the third time he found that he had judged his distance perfectly. His head slipped up from the water just before Ellie’s boat lift, where a small ramp no more than eighteen inches wide clung to the seawall, rising out of the water and ascending into her backyard. In his research over the last twenty-four hours, Deneford had learned that she had a Jack Russell. His only guess was that the ramp was for the dog. It was unfortunate that, after tonight, the dog would have to find a new owner. 

      When Ellie arrived home from the Keys, he would exact not only his mandate, but also his revenge. He would not use a syringe like he had planned for her friend in Arizona. No, with Ellie, Deneford’s work would make headlines throughout the state. Ellie would be getting the classic Mozambique: two in the chest and one in the head. Maybe two in the head. Or three. 

      Her back porch light was off, as were most of the backyard lights along the canal, residents feeling perfectly safe without them. Deneford swam over to her boat where it was resting on the lift, out of the water. Using the boat for coverage, he slid his night vision goggles over his face. He turned them on, and, while he waited for his eyes to adjust to the greenish monochrome imaging, he removed his gun, slipping it from the customized holster designed to accommodate a silencer. Deneford found a foothold on the seawall and crawled up into Ellie’s backyard. He crouched and moved like a shadow across the grass to her sliding back door. The inside curtain was drawn. Earlier today, Deneford had driven down her street and scanned for a security system. Nothing had shown up. 

      The curtain was blocking his view of the back of the track, so he was unable to see if there was a stick lodged there. He grabbed the handle and set a hand against the glass, then lifted up and down, trying to slip the door from its track. After working at it until he was certain it wasn’t going to give, he slipped his pick set from his pocket and got down on a knee. Less than two minutes later, Deneford had the door unlocked and, as a precaution, drew his weapon. 

      He slid the door back a couple feet.

      When he pushed back the curtain, the green shapes in his goggles showed nothing but the kitchen table to his left and a narrow, shotgun kitchen to his right. He set his right foot inside just as a bright explosion of light lit up his night vision, temporarily blinding him as though the sun had suddenly fallen in the room. He threw his hand up and tore the goggles from his face just as someone slammed into him, causing him to fly backward across the threshold. He flew over the small concrete pad that was the back porch and landed into the grass with a grunt. His right hand still clutched his gun, and he swung it toward the door as he regained his bearings. The toe of Tyler’s boot caught his wrist, and the gun leapt from his hand and arced up toward the water, falling into the grass and landing inches from the top of the seawall. Deneford spun on his side and jumped to his feet, turning to face his attacker. Like him, his attacker was well over six feet, standing before him with a scowl on his face. Neither spoke as they stared each other down and sized each other up. Deneford entered a boxing stance, holding his right elbow up near his ribcage and bringing his back heel loosely off the ground.   

      Tyler did the same and gave a slight bend to his knees so his weight transitioned to the balls of his feet. They loosely circled each other, and in the darkness of Ellie’s microscopic backyard, Tyler said, “Old college friend, huh?” 

      Deneford was the first to advance. He took a short, quick step with his leading leg, and his front hand made a quick jab. Tyler shyed back and the shot missed. He retaliated with a jab of his own, but, unlike Deneford, he didn’t stop, he didn’t test. He moved in, keeping his center of gravity low and striking forward with a hardened fist. Deneford stepped out and Tyler's knuckles slipped through Deneford's beard, just missing the cut of his jaw. Tyler snapped his arm back as Deneford moved in again, this time faking a left jab before coming around with a right hook that caught Tyler just below the eye. Tyler’s head whipped to the side, and he saw a flash of starlight. He stumbled back, and Deneford stayed on him, landing another punch to his midsection before Tyler dropped to a knee and slammed a fist up into Deneford’s stomach, who stumbled back. Tyler came back to his feet as they both reset, both breathing heavily.  

      His fists covering his face, Tyler came in fast, firing off a cross punch. Deneford blocked it with his forearm and countered with a punch of his own, catching Tyler in the chest. Tyler stumbled back and Deneford charged him, but Tyler recovered enough to sidestep him, and as he did, he brought his fist around in a wide, arcing orbit, connecting it with Deneford’s nose. A muted crunch carried across the yard, followed by a painful grunt. Deneford staggered back and brought an instinctive hand to his face while blood ran from his nose. Tyler didn’t let up; he moved back in, raining punches that caught Deneford on his shoulder, neck, and ear. Deneford grunted, and just as Tyler thought it was nearly over, his opponent pivoted and shoved his body into him. Tyler’s boots left the ground, and he flew back into the grass. Before he had fully landed, Deneford was on him, straddling his chest with a knee on either side. His left arm was pinned, and Deneford started at him, pounding him in the chest and face. 

      Tyler ducked his chin and snaked his right arm around Deneford’s side. He reached up behind him and grabbed the back of his shirt as high as he could. His range of motion was severely limited by Deneford’s massive weight on his torso, but Tyler pulled down with all he had. 

      It was enough. Deneford moved back just enough for Tyler to get his left arm free, and then he shot both hands toward Deneford’s throat, who fell backward, the back of his head landing on Tyler boots. It gave Tyler an opportunity for the perfect shot, and a view he never wanted to see again. He brought his right fist back and, with all the fury he could muster, sent it hurling into the bearded man's crotch. He pulled back immediately and did it again. Deneford groaned angrily and rolled off of him. Tyler scrambled over on his hands and knees and pressed his palm against Deneford’s head, sending his fist repeatedly into the larger man’s face. Deneford tried to bring an arm around to grab Tyler, but it was too late. Tyler grabbed Deneford’s head with both hands and sent a knee into the back of his head. 

      Deneford’s light blinked out and he lay still.              

      Tyler crumpled onto Deneford like a used rag and lay there catching his breath. Across the canal, a porch light came on. He finally struggled back to his knees, and then his feet.

      Tyler stood over Deneford, still panting. “Well,” he said, working his jaw and rubbing at it, “aren’t you a big turd in a little yard.”
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      She called Tyler and the call went straight to voicemail. She tried again with the same result. Growing irritated, she pulled the truck onto Route 41 and headed south. She called Tyler every sixty seconds, trying to convince herself that he wouldn’t have forgotten to charge his phone. Not on a night like this. When she was halfway back to St. James City, he called. 

      “Tyler?”

      “Sorry, I had my phone turned off. Just remembered.”

      Ellie eased off the gas pedal a little. “Why did you have it off?” 

      “Come over to your place and I’ll show you?”

      Her knuckles turned white as she gripped the steering wheel. “My place? Tyler, you can’t be there.”

      “Well, I am.” She thought she heard a smile in his voice. “Everything’s okay. See you in a bit.” Then he hung up. She tried calling him back, and when he didn’t answer she growled and tossed her phone on the seat. 

      When Ellie pulled up to her house, the front porch light was on, as well as a couple interior lights. She parked in the driveway and jumped out, hurrying to the door. She put her hand on the door knob and opened with a measure of trepidation. The first thing she saw was Tyler sitting on her kitchen table, legs dangling, looking toward the far end of the kitchen at something she couldn't see. 

      “Hey,” he smiled. “How was your shift?” 

      “What is going on, Tyler? Why are we here?” As she came closer she could see that his eye was nearly swollen shut, like a swarm of bees had all chosen the same place to work him over. 

      Tyler lifted a finger toward the kitchen. “I went fishin’.”

      She looked around the kitchen wall. Sitting on the tile, leaning back against her oven, arms tied behind him, feet bound in front, was Trigg Deneford. A strip of duct tape was over his mouth. 

      Ellie nearly gasped. “You got him?”

      “Well, you don’t have to act all surprised about it. But, yes. And before you go thinking that maybe he wasn’t alone, he didn’t have a radio or any kind of transmitter on his person.” At that, Ellie’s shoulders lowered a couple inches. She approached Deneford and squatted in front of him. The duct tape lay hard across his lips and beard. Ellie grabbed the edge of the tape and slowly tore it off, the adhesive backing plucking out several hairs along the way. 

      Deneford grimaced while keeping a hard glare fixed on her. 

      Ellie stared at him for a long time. His right eye, like Tyler’s left, was nearly swollen shut. His cheek was puffed out like it was stuffed full of food. His bottom lip was cracked, his beard stained from where blood had dripped into it. Finally, she spoke. “You have tried to kill me twice in as many months.” She leaned in. “Did you kill my friends? Did you kill Virgil and Cicero?” He looked away. “Okay,” she said. Her chest rose as she took in a deep breath, as she bore down hard on the bitterness that was silently turning her anger into revenge. Her right hand curled into a fist. “You bastard,” she whispered. “They were good men.” Her anger channeled down her arm and into her fist, and with a single swift motion she brought it high above her head and plowed it downward into his solar plexus. Deneford’s eyes bulged from their sockets, and he fell to the floor on his side, wheezing.

       She stood up. Tyler said, “Everything he had is here on the table.” She went to the table and assessed his equipment. They were all standard items that included NVGs, a lock picking set, a TimeEx watch, a spare magazine, a gun, and a small flashlight. “Where’s his knife?”

      “Didn’t have one.”

      She turned to Deneford and said sardonically, “No knife?” In many ways, Ellie and Trigg had trained with the same manual. Bringing a tactical knife was on the 101 list. Even in a suburban scenario when you perceived the mission to be no more than shooting fish in a barrel. “Just going to slip in and pop me after I come back from vacation?” She walked over to him and squatted down again. She leaned over him. “Virgil called and warned me.” 

      It was subtle, but she saw the shock, the surprise that rose in his eye. Ellie stood up again. “Where’s your gun?” she asked Tyler. 

      “Didn’t bring one.”

      “What?”

      “So, I got to thinkin’...Castle Doctrine wouldn’t apply to me. This isn’t my house. If I would have shot and killed him, I’d be looking at some time in the big playhouse, whether I’d been trying to save your life or not. We knew ahead of time and didn’t bring the police in on it.”

      She chewed thoughtfully on her bottom lip. “Yeah...good thinking.” 

      “I do that sometimes.” Still sitting on the table, he looked at Deneford. In his best Marlon Brando voice he said, “He coulda been a contenda. He could’ve been somebody, instead of a bum. Which is what he is.”

      Ellie looked down. “Where is your gear?” she asked Deneford. 

      No reply.

      She brought back her right leg and sent the toe of her boot into his kidney. He groaned. “I asked you where your gear is.”

      Still, no reply. 

      She looked over at Tyler. “Did you call the sheriff yet?”

      “Nope. I catch ‘em. You clean ‘em.” 

      She smiled and went to get her phone. 

      
        
        ____________________

      

      

      While they waited for the police to arrive, Ellie swapped out the Doc Martens for a pair of sandals. Then she went back into the kitchen and spent more time questioning Deneford about his gear and who he worked for. He wouldn’t talk. Surely he had a hotel room and rental car, a phone and a wallet somewhere. Something that would trail back to his boss. But Deneford remained silent. Just when she was beginning to regret calling the police, starting to wish she had taken the time to work the information out of him the way she had from Eli Oswald, the sheriff showed up. 

      They had Deneford cuffed and sitting in the back of a cruiser within five minutes. The sheriff was in his early fifties, and stood slightly shorter than Ellie’s five foot ten inches. His Stetson hat made him look taller than he was. He wore jeans and an untucked department T-shirt. There were few people in Lee County that Donald Gaines would get out of bed for in the middle of the night. The O’Conners were on that list. He walked up to Ellie and wrapped a fatherly arm across her shoulders. “Don’t you worry about him walking out of a jail in my county. It won’t happen under my watch.”

      She felt a tightness slip from her shoulders. “Thanks, Don.”

      “You know, Ellie, the rumor around here is that you used to break heads for the mafia.”

      Ellie smiled. “Is that the rumor, Don?”

      “Yeah, darlin’. That being said, next time you guys don’t do my job for me.”

      “That’s a deal.”

      He gave her a fatherly wink as he started back to his cruiser. Tyler followed behind him. Don paused while the younger man spoke in a hushed tone. His brows lifted just before he smiled and gestured toward the cruiser. Tyler opened a back door, slid in, and shut the door.

      Deneford sat against the other door, his head sagging, his eyes fixated on the chair back in front of him.

      “Well, how ‘bout it?” Tyler said. “You look like the cheese just fell off your cracker.”

      Deneford ignored him.

      Tyler leaned toward him. “Listen here, bud. I don’t know who you work for. I don’t guess I care if it’s Satan himself. But if I ever see your face down here again I will kill you. I hope that’s as clear as that broken nose of yours.” He set a hand on the door and turned back. “Also, while you’re behind bars you may want to work on your mount. I can see why you’re not a SEAL anymore. They probably kicked you out. You fight like a girl.” With that, Tyler exited the cruiser and went back to Ellie.  

      “What did you say to him?” she asked. 

      Tyler put an arm around her and brought her close. “I’m sorry,” he said, “that all this happened.”

      “How are you?” she asked.

      “Well, I’m pissed off, Ellie.” 

      “Yeah,” she said softly.

      Major’s Jeep Wrangler drew up behind the herd of police cruisers. His door flung open, revealing a face tight with worry. Ellie met him halfway, and he wrapped his thick arms around her. She laid her head on his chest, closed her eyes, and sighed.
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      As he wiggled his toes he thought they moved against the sheets like sleepy grubs. At least his toes were working. Kyle Armstrong looked down at his left arm. It wouldn’t respond to any form of stimulation, and it hung stupidly at his side as if someone had yanked out its wiring. He couldn't feel the left side of his face, and saliva would pool in the corner of his mouth, overflow, and leak past his lips without him even feeling it, like the first few hours after a root canal. His mother would step over to his bed and wipe his mouth every few minutes to keep it from running down his chin and off onto the top of his hospital gown. She would wipe his lips and chin—dab at them actually—and would turn away again. She wouldn’t look him in the eye. Not once in the last two days had their eyes met. That was just fine with Kyle because when Carlene looked at him her face was filled with a mixture of anger, worry, and fear. Carlene hadn’t smiled at him once, not even the kind of pacifying smile that a loved one gives you to silently let you know things will be all right. 

      He had woken late Tuesday morning with a headache that made him think his brains had spent half the night leaking out into his pillow. When he finally stirred and opened his eyes, he saw a room full of worried faces, all of them belonging to his near and extended family. 

      Someone—he thought maybe his brother—had shot into the hall and called the nurse. The nurse rushed in, followed by two more within a minute—two doctors a minute after that. They asked the family to wait down the hall until they had evaluated their patient. So, after repeatedly shining a penlight into his eyes, checking the monitors, asking Kyle a dozen questions, and finally speaking to each other in hushed tones, Kyle decided he had a few questions of his own. His first question, the only one to which he received a reply, had been, “What happened?” 

      “You had an accident, Mr. Armstrong.”

      “What kind of accident? Car accident?” 

      A nurse glanced anxiously at a doctor who said, “We’ll bring your family back in when we’re done. I’m sure they can help you with your questions. What is the last thing you remember, Mr. Armstrong?”

      That one was easy. His head was still pounding, so he spoke slowly. A nurse came in and handed him a cup of ice chips. “Carlene—my wife—she and I went out to dinner last night. We’re here for Christmas break, and we left the kids with my folks so we could have a final date before driving back home to Florida tomorrow. Oh God, is my wife okay? Did we get in a car wreck?” And then he remembered that he had seen Carlene leave the room a minute ago, trailed by his parents. Oh man, it must be bad if my parents are here, he thought. “We were supposed to leave for Florida,” he repeated, more to himself than to the staff at his side.

      That same nurse glanced anxiously at the doctor again. Kyle noticed that all of a sudden he felt very nervous. 

      “What hospital am I at?” he asked. 

      “Lee Memorial.”

      Lee Memorial? But that shouldn’t be right. They had been in Kansas last night. Why would they take him all the way back home? “Why did they bring me back to Florida?”

      The white coats and scrubs kept muttering to each other and jotting notes. “Hey,” he snapped. “Can I get some answers here, please?” Then he winced and breathed slowly. “And can I get something for this headache?” 

      “We’ll see what we can do about the headache, Mr. Armstrong. In the meantime, we’re going to let your family speak with you. Afterwards, we’ll be back with additional questions of our own.”

      Then they left and Kyle’s mind wasn’t working fast enough to decide which of a hundred questions he wanted to ask next. The door opened again to Carlene, and only Carlene. No one had followed her in. She shut the door and walked over to his bedside. Her eyes didn’t meet his right away, and that only added to the anxiety that had started with the nurses’ distressed glances. Carlene stared at his hand. He followed her gaze and saw that he had a PICC line taped across the top of his hand. 

      “What did you do?” she asked in a mild accusatory tone.

      “Do? What do you mean?” 

      “I mean, what did you do, Kyle?” 

      He blinked hard. “What are you talking about?” He looked up at her and her bottom lip was clamped between her teeth and her eyes were wet.

      “They found you with a bucket of concrete tied to you.”

      “What? Where? At the restaurant?”

      “You really don’t remember?”

      “I remember us coming home from dinner last night. We were in Dad’s neighborhood, driving past the huge oak tree on the corner we like so—” he stopped. “That oak tree that…” He couldn’t remember past that moment. He remembered dinner. They had gone to Gambinos and she’d had the filet mignon and he’d opted for the grilled salmon. It was wild caught and loaded with capers. He loved capers. After dinner, and at his prodding, they made out in the car for a few minutes before she became too self-conscious that someone might see them. On the drive back to his father’s, they had talked about the distillery a bit more and how she and her mother were going shopping tomorrow. But there was nothing in the ol’ memory bank after that. No parking the car, going into the house, brushing his teeth. He was pretty sure he’d had only the one glass of wine. He surely hadn’t gotten drunk and crashed the car.

      “What is it?” she asked, her tone softer but still holding a temperature below freezing. 

      He frowned. “I...can’t remember getting back to my Dad’s last night. Did we get in an accident before we got there?” But how did that fit with what she had just said about the concrete?

      “Kyle,” Carlene said. “A couple divers found you last night at the bottom of Gasparilla Sound. You had tied a bucket of—” Her voice choked out, and she brought a hand to her mouth to help keep back a sob. She wiped at her eyes as she struggled to keep her voice even. “Kyle, you tried—you tried to…” She closed her eyes. “Kill yourself.”

      Her words ran into him like an overloaded barge. “What?” She may have just as well told him that she was leaving him or that he only had one child. It just didn’t fit what he knew to be true. Kill himself? Why would he want to do that? That made no sense. 

      “The doctors just told me that you have some memory loss. You were under for nearly six minutes before a couple of recreational divers got you to the surface.”

      “But the dinner and—”

      “Stop with the dinner, Kyle! That was nine months ago. It might be the last thing you remember, but it wasn’t the last thing that happened. You took out the Contender, tied a five gallon bucket full of concrete to your waist, and jumped off the boat. Two men had just surfaced from a dive, and one of them saw you do it. If they hadn’t been around, you’d be—you be…” She turned her head, closed her eyes, and sobbed freely. 

      “I didn’t, you know, fall off by accident?”

      She shook her head. 

      “I’m–I’m so sorry.” He closed his eyes, tried to command memory to surface, but there was nothing beneath a black sheet. “I just don’t remember.”

      Carlene huffed. 

      He opened his eyes. “Where are Sophia and Chase?”

      “At home. My sister is watching them.”

      That conversation was two days ago now. Kyle still couldn’t recall anything from the current year, and Carlene had just left to get something to eat. The kids had come over twice. They had only been told that “Daddy had an accident on his boat and he’s going to be fine.” Kyle’s father was the only one who remained in the room with him, and he sat in the corner reading a copy of the Wall Street Journal. Kyle could sense that a conversation was imminent, that his father wasn’t really reading anything. He didn’t have long to wait. 

      Kenneth Armstrong folded his paper and set it on his lap. His brows lowered over concerned eyes. “Son, I know the doctors don’t want me saying anything that might cause you to think too much or get you agitated.”

      Here it comes. 

      “But it’s time we discussed what happened out there on the water.” 

      Of course he wanted answers. He deserved answers. They all did. “Dad, I just don’t remember.”

      “That’s a little convenient, don’t you think?”

      “You’re saying I’m lying?”

      “I’m saying that I understand if you’re embarrassed.”

      “I’m not embarrassed, Dad. Freaked out, yeah. Why would I do something like that?” He tossed his right arm up—because that was the only arm that worked. “I don’t know what happened,” he said. “They say I tried to kill myself. That I tied a...something—” He tried gathering in his thoughts. 

      “A bucket,” his father finished for him. “Filled with concrete.” His voice hitched, and a man that Kyle had only seen cry once before—when his grandmother had died—was now pushing back tears. “Why didn’t you come to me if you couldn’t deal with whatever it is?”

      “I don’t know, Dad. I can’t recall what was going on beforehand.” 

      His father moved his chair closer. “Now look here. You have that precious wife and kids of yours to take care of. I know that Dr. Howlson said you’re drawing blanks, but, son, come now, surely you remember what would make you to do something so rash, so, so...final.” He removed the newspaper from his lap and leaned forward. “I know this is hard, Kyle. But you have to talk to me.” 

      And Kyle wanted to talk with him. Wholeheartedly, he did. And he knew why his father wanted to talk too. It made perfect sense. You try and off yourself and, yes, of course, that would be one of the few things you should remember. But the last nine months, two weeks, and three days were a tabula rasa. Not even any smudge marks that revealed that at least something had been there. If Kyle’s life were a single page of college-ruled notebook paper, someone had just taken an x-acto knife and shaved off the last two lines.

      There was nothing there.
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      Ellie was to report to the nursery every other night. Her next two shifts were uneventful. Julip had moved on to something else, and Ellie and AJ continued working on the cellar behind the pavilion. It wasn’t much, just two-by-fours lining a large hole. When it was finished, they would cover it with a sheet of plywood that they would overlay with sod.  

      Garrett Cage had called her the morning after Deneford’s arrest, angry that someone his office arrested a couple months ago was let go in the first place, angry that he had returned for Ellie. She found herself wanting to tell him what she had stumbled onto at the nursery, but she knew she couldn’t. She had already brought Mark up to date, and for now, that had to be enough. Before he hung up, he said that he looked forward to catching up with her at Jet’s party the next week. 

      Ellie had also spoken with Nathan Price, her old friend at Langley. He informed her that the Agency was aware of what occured in Flagstaff and had tasked an internal team with finding who was behind her teammates’ murders and the attempt on her. When he told her that one of the people sent to kill Cicero had been none other than Faraday, Ellie had nearly dropped her phone. She had started out trying to get answers, and all she was getting were more questions. 

      Nathan said someone would be reaching out to her within the next couple of hours to get her to a safe location until they found out who was behind the attacks. Ellie declined by saying that she was already set up somewhere. The rental was working out fine, and it was where she planned to stay until the truth began to surface. When Nathan went on to inform her that he could find nothing out of the ordinary about her father, he sounded a little disappointed himself. From all he could find, Frank O’Conner had worked with the Department of Justice as a resource specialist. There was no indication that he was still alive, and he had never worked for Langley. 

      Now, Ellie sat on the couch with her feet on the coffee table, Netflix up on her laptop, working through Breaking Bad for a second time around. The laptop chimed, indicating an email had come through. She paused the show, just as an angry Walter White was slinging a pizza onto his roof, and clicked over to her email. The message was from an encrypted sender. It would be from Eugene Ripley. The subject line read “EO” (Eyes Only). She opened it and saw two file attachments: one a PDF, the other an MP4 video file. Eugene had written one, just one, short line of text. “I’m sorry.”

      Ellie clicked on the MP4. Whatever she was about to see, she knew it wouldn’t be easy. The video was ninety-eight seconds long: a traffic camera feed in black and white. The old building that lined the street in the background looked to be of a commercial nature. An empty shopping cart was turned over on the sidewalk, next to the building. She watched as a Volkswagen Polo stopped at the red light. A newspaper page drifted down the sidewalk and blew into the shopping cart.

      A couple men came into view, strolling along the sidewalk. Suddenly, one darted into the street and ran around the front of the Volkswagen. He approached the driver’s door. His back was to the camera, but from the way he held his shoulder Ellie assumed he was holding a gun toward the driver. The second man was on the passenger’s side. He broke the door window, reached in, and unlocked the car. The man on the driver’s side opened the door.  

      A man that Ellie could just make out to be Ryan Wilcox was dragged from his seat and out into the road. His accoster tripped him and Ryan fell forward, landing in the street at the same time the second man got behind the wheel of the car and backed it up out of view of the camera. 

      The man in the street straddled Ryan from behind and grabbed his head. As Ellie watched him repeatedly slam Ryan’s head into the concrete, her fingers went to her lips. Suddenly, the Volkswagen slid through the right side of the picture and turned a sharp right into the building set along the sidewalk. The front end of the car crumpled like a can and the airbags discharged. The door opened and the driver stepped out.

      The man in the street slammed Ryan’s head into the road one more time and then lifted his limp body up. His dazed accomplice helped him set Ryan's body back into the driver’s seat.  They buckled him and leaned him forward so his bloody forehead was resting on the steering wheel. 

      A dark van pulled up, temporarily blocking Ellie’s view of the car. When it sped away, the men were gone. The video ended and Ellie glared at the screen, her nostrils flaring. She clicked over to the PDF. It contained close-up police photos of the event, as well as official paperwork from the local investigator and police chief. Ellie was fluent in speaking Russian and could read the language moderately well. The lead investigator had written up Ryan’s death as a car accident. There was also a document in English from the U.S. Bureau of Consular Affairs, agreeing with the investigator's findings. 

      Even without the video footage, Ryan’s death was clearly not related to a car accident. The trauma to his forehead would not be consistent with hitting the steering wheel or even the windshield. He would have no marks or bruising from the seat belt, no airbag dust across his body. Virgil had been right. Ryan had been murdered, and someone in Consular Affairs was in on it. 

      Ellie shut her laptop and stood up. She needed to get out of here, to run, to burn off the stress and the anger eating away inside her. She couldn’t just walk out the door and run up the island like she was used to. Cypress Slough was a thirty-five hundred acre preserve in South Fort Myers and had pathways and a raised boardwalk that cut through the forest. She grabbed the truck keys and the dog leash, whistled at Citrus. “Come on, we’re going out.”

      Citrus’s ears went back and he soared off the couch and tore across the kitchen too fast. His paws worked furiously at the tile floor as he tried to stop, but he landed head first into the door jamb. He stood up and shook his head, dazed. Ellie looked down on him. “I’m not sure you can afford to lose many more brain cells.” She opened the door into the garage, and Citrus followed sluggishly behind her.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      He would miss this office, but he would not be leaving the books. Ringo grabbed several leather-bound hardbacks and carefully made his way back down the built-in rolling ladder. But for one wall, the office was surrounded with floor-to-ceiling, custom made bookcases. There were cardboard boxes, assembled and taped, set neatly across the office floor. 

      Quinton was staring into the saltwater fish tank which stood in the center of the room.  Ringo set the books into one of the boxes and went back up the ladder. 

      “I’m not so sure that I’ll keep this place,” Quinton said. “Maybe I’ll tell Angeles Negros they can have it back.”  

      “Where will you conduct your meetings?”

      “The fishing shack. Maybe.” Quinton waved his hand around. “This is all a little much for me. You know that.” He stepped around several boxes and when he got to the bookcase he started pulling books off the shelves by two and threes. “How do you think Andrés and Chewy are taking to the transition?” he asked. 

      “May I make a suggestion?” Ringo said. 

      “By all means.”

      Ringo made his way down the ladder. “From the perspective of a new leader, perhaps it’s not wise to let your subordinates know that you are holding some cards off the table. Cards that had previously been on the table.”

      “You mean me holding back a new angle I’m working?”

      “Precisely that.”

      “I don’t want to get them in on something that may not be permanent. Once I see how this new relationship works, once I fully trust who I’m working with, there’s nothing I won’t tell them.”

      Ringo set Livy’s History of Rome in the box. He turned and looked his friend squarely in the face. “Quinton, are you dissolving rule one? Are you putting other products on the shelves?”

      Quinton ran a tongue across his teeth. “No. I’m not.” But it was the long silence which followed that spoke the truth. 

      Ringo slid the ladder over and went back up. “Because if you were, that would be your choice to make. It would be your birthright. But you would do well to remember that Andrés and Chewy both respect the code. So do our distributors. In fact, most of our distributors would walk away if we were to dissolve any one of the rules. And doing so without informing them would be a high disrespect.”

      “I understand. Like I said, I’m not doing anything differently.” 

      Ringo reached for a book and slid it off the shelf. A burgundy cloth cover of The Picture of Dorian Gray. He ran his fingers across it. “All right, Quinton.” 

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      AJ wasn’t sure if they would be getting a delivery tonight or not, so Ellie was helping him finish up the cellar they had worked on a couple nights before. It was dark, and they had to work in the glow of the pavilion’s lights. Ellie handed him another 2x4, and he tapped it against another standing beside it. “How long have you been at this?” she finally asked. 

      “I’ve been in the game for a bit,” he said, and that was all. That was when they heard a vehicle’s tires rumble over the road toward them. AJ gave Ellie a quizzical look. “I thought I closed the gate after you got here.” She only shrugged.

      A white Tahoe appeared and pulled up at the building. Three men got out. They were of Spanish descent and all had shaved heads. “Great,” AJ grumbled.

      “Who are they?” she asked. 

      “Overeager buyers. They shouldn’t even be here.” He started toward the Tahoe and spoke over his shoulder. “Stay here.” AJ stopped in front of the men and crossed his arms. They were too far out for Ellie to hear what they were saying. The largest of the three was clutching a leather satchel. He said something to AJ who then led them into the pavilion.  

      The pavilion was half full of pallets laden with sod, most of them double stacked so they formed a loose maze of sorts. Ellie cut around to the side and went into the maze, navigating it until she was close enough to hear, but hidden from view. 

      “I told you last time,” AJ was saying. “I can’t authorize a transaction. That has to come from the top.”

      “But I got the money right here, ese. And I know you got to have some stashed around here somewhere.” There were a few moments of silence and then, “Here. Take this. That’s eleven Gs in there. One is yours. You can give ten to your boss.”

      “You need to leave,” AJ said flatly. 

      “Why you gotta play the game like that? We’re not leaving. Here I am. I come to you as one professional to another. I offer you good money. And you still turn me down.”

      “It’s not my product to sell you.”

      “Fine then. If that’s how you want it.” 

      The next thing she heard was a loud grunt as the air rushed out of AJ’s lungs. She tensed and navigated more sod stacks until she was offered a narrow view. AJ was on the dirt floor, doubled over. The big man holding the satchel was looking down on him. “We’re gonna find it, ese.” Then he sent his foot into AJ’s back. The big man looked around him, taking in his immediate surroundings. He set the satchel down, reached behind his back, and brought out a chromed semi-automatic pistol that glistened in the overhead lights. He squatted down and set the tip of the barrel against AJ’s cheek. “If I don’t leave here tonight with what I came for, you’re getting one in the eye.” Ellie could feel fresh heat rising from her face as the man stood up and addressed the two that had come with him. “Find it,” he said. “And find that girl we saw, too.” The men walked off in separate directions. 

      Ellie backed down through the sod maze, heading for the rear of the pavilion. She stepped out into the dark and saw what she was looking for bolted to a corner steel column. She kneeled down and ran her hand across the top of the loose dirt. She stood up and, using her other hand, reached around to the inside of the column and wrapped her hand around the breaker box lever. She closed her eyes tightly and laid her forearm across them. She waited ten seconds before releasing a cough. A few moments later she heard footsteps in the sod maze, heading in her direction. She slammed the lever down and the entire area was sent into darkness, the lever letting off a loud, metallic click. Ellie opened her eyes as the footsteps stopped.  

      She saw him. He was standing at the edge of the pavilion, waiting for his eyes to adjust to the darkness. Ellie could see the outline of a gun in his hand. Silently, she circled in behind him. Just as he started to move again, she said, “Psssst.” As he spun at the sound Ellie threw her hand towards him and uncurled her fingers. Tiny particles of sand rained into his eyes and he cried out and brought his free hand to his face. Ellie stepped in and grabbed his wrist with one hand while the other swiped his gun from his grip. Still squinting against the dirt, he swung his free arm around, trying to hit his attacker. Ellie leaned back on her heels and the punch arced away, leaning him momentarily bent over. Ellie pulled down on his wrist, and as his head followed his body downward, she swung her right leg up, straightened it, and sent the back of her boot down onto the side of his head. He collapsed into the dirt, motionless.  

      His gun in her hand, Ellie ran back to the breaker box and flipped the lights back on, then carefully skirted the pavilion’s perimeter, coming around to the front. AJ was still on the ground, the big man standing over him, looking up at the lights. Ellie didn’t know where the other man was, so she slipped behind a stack of sod for cover. After completing a quick press check on the gun she stepped out just behind the big man and pressed the tip of the barrel into his back. He froze. 

      “Your buddy with the gold earring. He’s taking a nap. What’s the other one’s name?”

      “Uh, Jesse.”

      “And yours?”

      “Beto.”

      “Toss your gun and sit down, Beto.” He did as he was told, and AJ sat up on his elbows and looked at her with unbelieving eyes. Ellie raised the gun toward a stack of sod. She pulled the trigger, and the loud crack of the discharge reverberated up to the metal roof. “Jesse,” she called out. “You have twenty seconds to get back here before Beto gets one in the leg. Ten seconds….five.” Just as she was about to pull the trigger, she saw movement to her left. 

      “Okay—okay. Wait!” Jesse stepped out from behind a pallet of sod, holding a gun out in front of him. Ellie moved behind Beto and kneeled down, pressed her gun against his neck. 

      “Put your weapon down,” she ordered. He wavered, looked at Beto. “Now,” she snapped. It clattered to the dirt. “Now,” she said, “one of your buddies is sleeping in the back, near the Bobcat. Jesse you have forty-five seconds to go get him and bring him back.” When he ran off, Ellie told Beto to stand up. She stood with him and took a step.  

      Jesse appeared, his hands under the other man’s armpits, dragging him backward. “Take him to the Tahoe,” Ellie said. AJ stood up with a grimace. “Now get out of here,” she said. Beto moved toward the satchel and stopped when he reached down to grab it.  

      No,” Ellie said flatly. “That stays here.” When he smirked and reached for it again, she fired in rapid succession, sending two rounds skidding off the dirt inches from his feet. He froze. “Try it again,” she said. AJ looked over at Ellie, smiling, astonished. “Now, get in your truck and drive away. If your boss wants to take this up with our boss, then fine. But for now, you leave it.” 

      Two minutes later the men were in the Tahoe, speeding back down the road. As soon as their tail lights disappeared, Ellie feigned exhaustion. She dropped the gun and, with a single, wobbly motion, sat suddenly into the dirt. Her hands were shaking, and she stared wide eyed at the ground in front of her. “You okay?” AJ asked. 

      “I think so,” she said quietly. 

      “You got some balls, girl.” 

      Her head was hanging. “I just did what anyone else would have.” 

      “You saved my ass.” AJ came around behind her and helped her get to her feet. “Come on, let’s get you inside.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      Stacey Blume kept an office at each of the businesses she owned, all of them cluttered. She sat behind her messy desk, her phone pressed into her cheek with help from her shoulder, and shuffled through a stack of papers while she listened to the caller at the other end.  

      A glass snow globe of Chicago's cityscape sat between a couple empty coffee mugs. Quinton picked it up and turned it upside down, watched the tiny white particles settle on the John Hancock Center, Water Tower Place, and Onterie Center. When Stacey finished the call, he asked, “You and Zeke went to grade school together?”

      “We did. Then my folks moved down here. He and I reconnected a few years ago.” 

      Quinton set the snow globe down. “What did you want to discuss?”  

      “I need you to bring more coke in here. My guy in Jacksonville said that they’ve already moved what we sent up and he needs more. Like, yesterday.” 

      Quinton shook his head. “I’ve already directed a fair portion of my product through you. It’s too early on for me to offer up more than that. Things start to go south when you become overeager.” 

      Stacey nodded half-heartedly. “I do agree. But if they can’t get it from me they might go somewhere else and now I’ve shot myself the foot. I’ve got Julip making the pills but he’s nearly out of coke.”

      “Stacey, you’re making me uncomfortable. I don’t like being uncomfortable.” 

      “Just tell Ringo we need twenty percent more. That's all.”

      Quinton ran his tongue across his top teeth. “Stacey, who do you think Ringo is?”

      “How would I—” She studied his face, and her perfectly-shaped eyebrows rose. “No...You?” 

      His smile was disquieting.  

      “Oh my God.” She ran her fingers through her hair. “Oh my God. This whole time? You? With your little bait shop….incredible.” 

      “So can I assume you’ll respect my decision to take things at a pace I’m comfortable with?”

      “Yes. Yes, of course. We’ll go as slow as we need to.”

      “Good. Now, I’ve got to get back to my little bait shop.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Forty

          

        

      

    

    
      Garrett’s home was situated on the southeast edge of Estero Island, overlooking Coon Key and Ostego Bay. A private driveway snaked off Island Pines Way and ended at a one-story stucco home with a high, diagonal roof line and tall, narrow windows. The home was modest for its private location, and its style recommended the nineteen seventies as a possible time of build. The brick was painted in a light gray, the fascia and windows trimmed in a bright white that contributed toward a more modern feel.

      A mowed clearing butted up against a cluster of mangroves where a couple dozen vehicles were already parked. Tyler turned his truck into a space at the far end. Ellie exited the truck and breathed in the tangy scent of the small bay that sat on the other side of the mangroves. 

      “Nice little place,” Tyler noted. His face had almost fully healed from the fight he’d had with Trigg Deneford. For the last week a black eye had filled his eye socket. All that remained now was a yellowish color that was looking more normal with each passing day. 

      They arrived at the front porch and rang the bell. “Try not to make any dumb jokes tonight,” Ellie said. 

      Respecting the occasion, Tyler had left his ball cap at home. His hair was finger combed back. He wore a navy blue button down tucked into jeans. “I’ll have you know that the dumbness of a joke is in the mind of the hearer, not the teller,” he said. 

      The door was opened by a slim brunette with high cheekbones and lively hazel eyes. She wore dark jeans and a white chiffon blouse. She and Ellie were nearly matching. Ellie recognized Garrett’s wife from pictures in his office. She introduced herself and Tyler, and Angela Cage escorted them in through the foyer and into the living room, where a couple dozen people were mingling, laughing, nibbling on hors d'oeuvres and clutching drinks. 

      The home’s interior had a wide, open floor plan. The floors were a dark woodgrain tile, and the dining area looked onto the living room and the back door. Only the kitchen was set off by a wall. Off the foyer was an office boasting French doors and built-in bookcases.  

      Ellie suddenly became the center of attention as her former co-workers noticed her. For the next half hour, by twos and threes, they would approach, asking what she was doing now, if she ever thought she would get to come back. Most mentioned having heard about Trigg Deneford, the same man their office had arrested two months earlier, coming back and trying to kill her. At one point Tyler had come by and slipped a drink in her hand. Now, he was across the room retelling his engagement with Deneford to a captive audience. 

      Garrett and Angela made their way over and Ellie said, “I love your home, Angela. How long have you been here?” 

      “It’s just our second month. The private dock is what did it for us. I enjoy the seclusion.  My fashion line finally got picked up earlier this year, so we decided to splurge a little.”

      Ellie asked, “Are you still spending most of your time in New York?”

      “Yes.” She slid an arm around her husband and looked up at him. “Most of my time these days.”

      “She leaves again first thing tomorrow morning,” Garrett said. “I’m hoping we can think of a more convenient scenario sooner than later.”

      “It won’t be like this forever,” Angela said, and then excused herself and went back into the kitchen. 

      “You married up, Garrett,” Ellie said.

      “Don’t I know it.”

      She scanned the room. “Any of the big dogs from Miami here?” 

      “Why?” Garrett grinned, “Thinking of poisoning a few drinks?”

      “Perhaps.” 

      “Unfortunately, there are not. They have an official retirement ceremony and plaque presentation for him down there next week. We wanted to do something local for him beforehand.” Someone called to him from across the room. “Excuse me.”

      Ellie saw Tyler in a conversation with three men from the Special Response Team. He took a pull on his beer and then his eyes caught Ellie’s. He didn’t smile, he didn’t grin. He just stared at her the way a man will when he’s taken with a lady. After Ellie felt that she wouldn’t be able to breathe if she didn’t, she smiled softly and broke the connection.

      Jet Jahner stepped in next to her. “Thanks for coming, Ellie.” 

      Her face felt warm. She raised her glass to him. “Wouldn’t miss it.”

      “You’ve been missed around the office. Every day you’re gone the more legendary you become.”

      “Yeah?”

      “The last water cooler rumor I heard was that you shot Nunez with lasers from your eyes.”

      She shook her head. “No. I keep telling everyone it’s lasers from the fingertips. You’ve got to correct these things, Jet.”

      He laughed. “So you’re keeping busy these days?”

      As much as she stood there wanting to, she couldn’t tell Jet about the lead Mark had given her, or that it had led her into a new drug ring. So she said, “Trying to. The easy life isn’t so bad, you know.”

      He smiled. “Do think you’ll ever want to do something like the DEA again?”

      “Jet, why do I have the feeling that you want to ask me something?” When he grinned, she said, “For you, I’m all ears.”

      He took another pull on his beer, said, “With the understanding that you’re coming off a fair amount of craziness, I wanted to see what your level of interest might be in joining me in a new venture.”

      “A new venture? I thought you were retiring.”

      “Retirement is a relative term, don’t you think? I’m going to be opening a PI practice. Think about joining me.”

      “You? A PI? Jet, that’s great.”

      “I put in my time with the agency. I know me, and I won’t be able to sit still for long. I’ll drive my wife crazy, and well, you get the picture.”

      “So, join you?”

      “I don’t have all the kinks worked out yet. But, if you’re so inclined.” 

      Garrett was across the room motioning for Ellie to come over. “I’m not sure,” she said to Jet. “But, let’s talk down the road.”

      “Sure thing. Go on.”

      When Ellie approached Garrett, he turned and walked toward his office at the front of the house. She followed him through the French doors. The room had a small desk set near the window. Bookshelves abounded with titles representing subjects as diverse as foreign policy, history of the drug war, and modern fashion. “What’s up?” she asked. 

      Garrett took something off a shelf and handed it to her. It was a cube the size of her hand and was wrapped in red metallic paper. “All of us at the office got this for you. I didn’t want to take away from Jet’s spotlight, but we all want you to know how much we appreciate you.”

      Ellie set her drink on a shelf and peeled away the wrapping to reveal a white cardboard box. She worked her finger into a slit on the top and pulled it back. It was a white mug. She pulled it out, turned it, and started to laugh. “You guys are nuts.”

      “It was Mark’s idea.”

      On one side of the mug was an image of a black pompadour hairstyle, like Elvis would have worn. It was just the hair, no head or face. On the other side of the mug were the words “Thanks for all your help, Julie Jangle.”

      More than any other time over the last few weeks, Ellie wished she was back with the DEA. “Thanks, Garrett. This means a lot.” The back wall of the office was covered in picture frames. She stepped over and surveyed them. Most were of DEA agents in desert uniform. Some were portraits of professional men or women behind desks or in front of flags. “Angela hates how I’ve laid these out. ‘Not enough breathing room,’ she says.”

      “So who are all these people?” she asked.

      “Most of them are good memories or people who have influenced me in some way.”

      Ellie pointed to a picture of two men in a dark bar, clutching half-empty beer glasses. “What’s this?”

      Just a couple old friends. “That was right after field training ended. Before we went to Afghanistan.”

      She moved her fingers to one of a middle-aged man in a gray suit. “This?”

      He smiled. “That one is just there to make me angry.”

      “Do tell.”

      “Robert Higgins got rich selling dope to Al-Qaeda. Got caught and was pinned with forty years before getting pardoned by the president on his way out of office. Today he’s back living in the Hamptons. There has yet to be any solid regulation overseas so corruption abounds.”

      Ellie went back to the shelf and picked up her glass. She took a sip. “So what’s your next move?” she asked. “Are you going to keep moving up the ladder?”

      “That’s the plan. I haven’t had this position long and I’m young. So, we’ll see.” He finished what was left of his beer and said, “Come on, I’ve got a speech I need to give.”

      
        
        ____________________

      

      

      Andrés hurled the phone with such force that its plastic casing shattered against the wall on impact.

      “What did she say?” Chewy asked.

      “Someone did a standard check of the crates before loading them onto the truck.” Andrés rubbed at the space between his eyes. “She said it wasn’t the regular product. It was pills.”

      “Pills? That truck was supposed to leave last night. She’s just now telling us?”

      “She sent them off to a street lab. You want to guess what they are?”

      “No. I don’t,” Chewy said.

      “Our product mixed with an opioid. I forget the word. Fet—feti—”

      “Fentanyl?”

      “Yes. That.” 

      Chewy ran both hands through his beard, took a deep breath. He started to mumble something Andrés couldn’t make out. But he knew Chewy was trying to be positive. Andrés didn’t want to try and be positive. He wanted to crack some heads. One in particular.

      “Quinton is a good man,” Chewy finally said. “A very good man. What’s happened to him?”

      “I don’t know. I never thought he would do this. Especially without telling us first.”

      “Ringo was right. Something isn’t right with him.”

      “We need to tell Ringo about this.” Andrés said. 

      “No. He’s not available. And if he was we still don’t need to tell him. He’s stepping out. He shouldn’t be bothered with this. It’s our problem.”

      “So what do we do?”

      “We need to call Aldrich. This will affect him too.”

      “You know he won’t talk on the phone. Besides, I think he’s not available the next few hours.”

      Chewy said, “Doesn’t matter. This is his problem too. Call him.”

      
        
        ____________________

      

      

      Jet stood in the corner of the living room, Garrett standing next to him. The room had quieted and given their attention to their host. “I’ve never been one who liked giving speeches,” Garrett said. He had a fresh drink in his hand and he took a sip.  

      Tyler leaned in toward Ellie and whispered, “I hope he’s not picturing all of us naked right now.” She sent an elbow into his ribs and bit down on her bottom lip to keep from laughing. “I did promise Jet that I wouldn’t make any old man jokes,” Garrett said. “All I’m going to say is that if you have any questions about what it was like living through the Industrial Revolution, just ask Jet. Because he was there.”

      The room broke into laughter, and Garrett spent the next several minutes retelling Jet’s achievements, mixing in a few anecdotes along the way. Wrapping up, he said, “In all seriousness, Jet has put in just under thirty-two years with the agency and was one of the very few who had the honor of being with the Search Bloc when Escobar was taken down. As an agency, we’ll be able to fill his position but will come up short on his experience and capabilities.” He raised his glass. “Jet. You’ll be missed.”

      The room raised their glasses and toasted one of their leaders. As they went back to their side chatter, Ellie heard a muffled buzz. Tyler reached into his jeans’ pocket and brought out his phone. When he glanced at the number, a nearly imperceptible frown crossed his face. He stepped aside and, walking to the back door, put the phone to his ear and stepped out.

      Ellie watched him through the back window as he slowly walked down a stone pathway toward Garrett’s private dock. A minute later he walked back toward the house and came back in. “Hey,” she said. “Everything all right?”

      He forced a smiled, something she had never seen him do. He looked distracted. “Yeah. Fine. Hey, I know this is lame, but would you mind seeing if you could get a ride back? I need to run on.”

      “Sure. What’s going on?”

      That false smile again. “I just need to go. I’ll...tell you later.”

      “Okay. Go on. I’ll get a ride with Mark.”

      He stepped away, acknowledging her with a meager nod, and she watched him leave through the front door. Mark came up to her. “Is he okay?”

      “Yeah, he’s fine.” But she didn’t think he was.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Forty-One

          

        

      

    

    
      Julip’s real name was Julius. Julius Jenkins. But not many people knew that. When someone would ask Julip what his name was, the de facto reply would always begin with “J-J-Ju-Ju-…” Just like that. At some point in the distant past someone had made a joke about his lips not working right. “Julip,” as a moniker, followed soon after. Julip didn’t care enough to make the extended effort to correct them and tell them that his stuttering had nothing at all to do with his lips. 

      Julip now sat in a metal folding chair in the center of Stacey Blume’s cluttered office. The man they called Ringo was standing over him. There was another folding chair leaning against the wall. Quinton grabbed it. He positioned it in front of Julip and sat backward on it. “Julip, do you know why so many people in the old West got killed?” 

      “No-n-n-no.” 

      “I didn’t think you would. It’s because they were cheaters. That’s the short of it. They were all a bunch of swindlers. See, here’s the thing. Last night, your very first night on the new job, and someone sees you swipe a wee bit of my cocaine. My cocaine, Julip.”

      “No-n—”

      “Now just hold your tongue a minute.” Quinton smiled at that. He reached into the pocket of his shorts. “Now, you didn’t take much, but then that’s not really the point.” He pulled his hand from his pocket. A small plastic baggie was dangling from his fingers. “This yours?”

      Unlike his mouth, Julip’s eyes did not stutter. They were filled with a wild sort of horror. “Y-y-yes.”

      Quinton put a hand on Julip’s shoulder and squeezed gently, the way a proud father would after his kid’s ball game. “Thank you for your honesty, Julip. It was the right thing for you to tell the truth. Why don’t you follow me? Just across the floor.” 

      AJ opened the office door and stepped back, then waited for Quinton, Julip, and Stacey to exit before bringing up the rear. 

      Julip wrapped his hands across his chest and stuffed them in his armpits so they wouldn’t see his hands shake. He followed the man that they called Ringo past the press machines and stopped near the hose, where a large blue drum sat. Quinton turned to face him, sliding his hand back and forth along the edge of the drum as he spoke. “Julip. You understand that for an organization to function properly it needs everyone to have respect for those who are running it, right?”

      Suddenly, to the surprise of all, Julip seemed to find his tongue. “Yes.”

      “I’m going to ask you to get into this barrel—just for a few hours.”

      Julip swallowed loudly.

      “Now yes, it will be uncomfortable, and yes, you might have to use the bathroom, but I need to know that you’re willing to learn your lesson. Are you willing to get in here or do I need to think of something more drastic?”

      Julip looked nervously at the barrel. “O-o-o-okay.”

      “Good, good. AJ, would you please help Julip the rest of the way out of his hazmat suit?” 

      AJ nodded. When Julip was standing in his shorts and T-shirt, Quinton said, “Julip, why don’t you let AJ help you get in?”

      AJ came around Julip and awkwardly lifted him up. Julip positioned his feet over the top, and AJ lowered him down. “Now,” Quinton said, “if you’ll just have a seat. There’s a little cap on the lid that we’ll remove so you’ll be able to breathe.” 

      Julip nodded. “I-I-I’m s-s-sorry, R-r-r-ringo.”

      “I know.” And with that Quinton grabbed up the lid that had been leaning against the wall. Julip was looking up with uncertain eyes, his knees in his face, when the lid slid over the top. Quinton twisted it around until it fit snuggly in place and then flipped over the metal lever, latching the lid.

      Stacey whispered. “Are you sure about this?”

      Quinton ignored her and unscrewed the small cap on the top. He leaned over and peered in, said, “You okay in here?”

      “Y-y-yes, R-r-r-ringo.”

      “Excellent.” Then, to the surprise of the other two standing there with him, Quinton walked over to the hose and unscrewed the hand nozzle. He tossed it to the side. 

      “What are you doing?” Stacey asked.

      He didn’t answer. He came back to the barrel and slipped the tip of the hose through the drum lid. 

      “What are you doing?” Stacey growled through clenched teeth. “You can’t do this.”

      Quinton leaned in, and when he spoke she knew that she had underestimated him. His breath tickled her ear, but it was his words that sent a chill tracking down her neck. “Would you like to join him?”

      She jerked back. “No,” she said quickly. 

      From inside the barrel they could hear a heightened, “Wh-wh-wh-what…”

      Quinton drilled his eyes into Stacey’s. “Turn on the water,” he said. 

      “No. I’m not that kind of person.”

      “You are tonight, sweet cheeks. Your product kills people every day on the street. You think this is any different? Grow a spine, woman, and turn on the damn faucet.”

      Stacey turned on the faucet. The hose bucked up as water started flowing through. 

      Julip didn’t stutter when he screamed. It was muffled by the thickness of his plastic tomb.

      Quinton laughed. “He sure has some lungs on him, doesn’t he?”

      The three of them stood there, waiting for the drum to fill, Quinton tapping his foot to some beat in his head, Stacey nervously picking at her thumbs. The drum shook as Julip pounded against the sides. The lid bucked when he tried to stand into it. But the clamp held and the water continued flowing in. Just as the screams were turning to a methodical garble, Quinton went back to the spigot and turned off the water. He returned to the barrel and stared at it for a while, until there was nothing left to hear. Then he tossed the cap to AJ. “The honor is all yours, sir.”

      AJ, who looked as though he held no particular opinion about what he had just witnessed, screwed the cap back on and stepped back. 

      “Let’s leave him right here for a day or so,” Quinton said. He turned his attention back to Stacey, who looked as if she had just stepped from a graveyard on Halloween. “Apparently, some people around here need a lesson in respect.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Forty-Two

          

        

      

    

    
      The valet drove the Suburban across the airstrip and slowed to a stop as it approached the Gulfstream. The aircraft’s clamshell door was open, and Scott Reardon watched from his backseat window as his team of lawyers hurried up the steps. He looked in the rearview mirror at his valet. “Take my bags up. I’m waiting on someone.” 

      Reardon closed his eyes and ran his hands down his face. His little enterprise was beginning to crumble around him. Trigg Deneford had failed him. So had his team in Arizona. He had no other cleaners at his disposal; they had all bailed on him. Titus Clark, his personal assistant, had vanished. He didn't show up for work this morning, and his phone was turned off. This time, the local authorities down in Florida would not release Trigg. Reardon knew that it would be a matter of time before he talked, before he cut a deal and exposed his own connection with Reardon from the last few years. 

      Two hours ago, Rita Simmons had gone live with affidavits that exposed Reardon’s dealings with Solaron Solutions. He had ensured their CEO that they would receive a specific number of federal contracts. He had come through, and they had paid Reardon well. This time there had been no courtesy call from Rita. RT Network had just thrown it on the airwaves. Someone had known to put the screws to Solaron’s CEO, and he had talked. 

      A black BMW pulled up beside Reardon. His appointment stepped out and walked around the Suburban. He opened the back door and slid in across from Reardon, then shut the door. 

      “You’re all over the news,” he said. “What went wrong?” 

      “It seems that someone has my number,” Reardon said.

      “So what do you need from me? If you think I’m not going to distance myself from this, you’re wrong.”

      “I can’t locate Titus. He’s my cleaner.”

      Frank O’Conner looked out the window toward the plane. “And you want me to wipe everything down in his absence? That’s not what I do.”

      Reardon set his briefcase across his lap and snapped it open. He reached into a pocket and withdrew a key. He handed it to his associate. Then he removed a business card from the briefcase. He produced a pen, wrote hurriedly on the card, and held it across the seat. “It’s a box at National Capitol. I’ll wire you funds when I’m in the air.”

      “Don’t bother. I would rather there not be anything else that could lead back to me.” 

      “You’ll do it?” 

      “I’ll do it. Where are you headed?”

      “Switzerland. I’m sure I’ll be arraigned in the next few days and will have to return.”

      “Best of luck.” With that, Frank O’Conner returned to his vehicle and drove away. Reardon stepped onto the tarmac, steeling himself for a transatlantic flight with a bevy of overwrought lawyers.
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      He pulled up on the chair’s adjustable handle, and the lumbar support pressed tighter against his lower back. He didn’t like that too much, so he tried to move it back. He pressed down on the same handle, and the chair shot down three inches. Kyle Armstrong tossed his hands up and sat there defeated. One more thing he couldn’t get right these days. The leather chair was ergonomically designed and had, he thought, a strange design, almost like a praying mantis, or even an alien. For the life of him Kyle couldn’t remember purchasing it. Maybe Carlene had gotten it for him. Why he would buy something like this he had no idea. It wasn’t very comfortable. It did look nice behind the desk, though; it made the office look a little more distinguished. 

      It was Sunday, and he had come in for a couple hours to try and regain his bearings. Since experiencing what his family was now quietly calling “the event,” Kyle had been trying to put in a few hours at the office each day. As usual, he would come in at nine in the morning, and then, most unusual, discover that his mental stamina would only last for two, maybe three hours. He had quickly discovered that trying to focus on important details for more than a few moments was like trying to swim through oatmeal, a little fact he didn’t come upon until his warehouse manager started hurling numbers and routes and barrel counts at him in what felt like a one-way volley.

      Kyle still couldn’t understand what had happened. He’d accepted the fact that he had tried to kill himself. But it still didn’t add up. Not at all. As far as he could see, everything was just fine and dandy with the distillery and his family life. 

      Then there was the matter of Yolanda. She had supposedly been working here for the last couple of months. But once again the problem there was that he couldn’t remember hiring her. She came into his office yesterday and put in her two weeks, thanking him for the opportunity to work with Wild Palm. Her family, she said, was moving to Orlando and she was going to join them. Laurie had come in right after jawing on and on about how she didn’t like “that Yolanda” and how “that Yolanda” was rude and didn’t ever want to go to lunch with her or show her what she was working on or do much in the way of talking at all. Now that, Kyle could remember: if you didn’t like talking then you were going to be hard pressed to get Laurie in your corner. 

      Laurie had been happy to recount to Kyle that Yolanda had showed up with a couple tough-looking guys one day and that Kyle hadn’t seemed too thrilled after hiring her. After that bit of information, Kyle had brought Yolanda into his office one morning and asked her about it. 

      “That was my boyfriend and his friend,” she’d said. “They wanted to know if you also had a position in the back.”

      “How did I get connected with you? Did I post a position?” he had asked. 

      “No sir, Mr. Kyle. I was eating lunch at Chicken Palace and you were at the table behind me. I heard you talking on the phone to someone about needing to hire for an office position. Before you left I introduced myself and you had me come in.”

      He did like to eat lunch at Chicken Palace a lot. In fact, he had planned on eating there for lunch today since Carlene and the kids were at her sister’s for the day. But now he wasn’t sure if he would make it until lunch. He was tired and his circuitry felt burned out. 

      He grabbed an egg-shaped handle of the chair and drummed the fingers of his right hand across it—his left arm was still in a sling, still not working. He looked expectantly around the room. His eyes finally fell on the framed dollar bill hanging next to the door, and he smiled as another old memory came up. Carlene had come in with the kids a few days after he’d moved the distillery here, to this building. She’d handed him the frame, produced a crisp dollar bill, and let the children help their father put it together here on his desk.  

      He stayed focused on the dollar bill and suddenly felt strange, as if something was trying to surface. He tilted his head, narrowed his eyes, and focused, waited, straining his mind to recall the carcass of a memory. But nothing happened. Then he remembered what the doctor had told him. “Relax. Your mind needs to relax. Don’t strain it trying to remember. If something is there it will come.” So he tried that too. He sat there, staring stupidly at the dead president and the Treasury seal and Secretary of the Treasury’s signature. He finally huffed shortly through his nose. What was going to happen? Was George Washington going to just jump out of the frame and start talking to him, maybe even tell Kyle why he had done what he did out there on the water that evening? Feeling foolish, Kyle shook his head and returned his attention to the papers on his desk.  

      The next hour had him slowly working through the financials. The numbers were good. Much better than they had been just eight months ago. The company had increased sales by close to ten percent, and net margins had increased by nearly six percent. And they were now moving rum as far north as Kentucky. Amazing. Just amazing. It was like he had died and gone to—but then Kyle quickly dismissed the impertinent thought.

        The only thing weighing it all down was the loan he had taken from Warren Hall. That was over half a million on the books, sitting there like a boulder on a raft. He couldn’t remember borrowing it, but the loan was there. Even Laurie confirmed its legitimacy. Kyle knew that extra capital explained the wonderful growth curve he was looking at. Yes, everything was fine except for that loan and the fact that he’d just spent the last hour working through spreadsheets that should have taken him less than half that time. That, and he already felt done for the day. 

      Kyle’s office door was cracked open, but when he heard a knock on it he jumped in his chair.  

      Warren Hall walked through the door. “You know, Kyle, you really shouldn’t make it a habit to work on the Lord’s Day. One day off a week won’t drive you into the ground.”

      Kyle smiled weakly and stood up. They shook hands and he nodded toward a metal folding chair in front of his desk. “Please, have a seat.”

      “Thank you.” 

      “What brings you in?”

      “How are you doing, Kyle? You’ve been through a lot these past many weeks.”

      “I’m fine, Warren. Just fine. Should be right as rain here really soon.”

      “What is your doctor saying? About your memory?”  

      Kyle looked like he was trying to keep back tears when he said, “My neurologist said that with it being a few weeks out now, if I’m not remembering anything, I’m not going to. He said there’s a small area of my brain that...well, I won’t bore you with the details. It’s dead. Let’s just leave it at that.”

      Warren nodded understandingly. “Kyle, as you know, you owe me five hundred thousand dollars. Well, over that, actually. 

      Kyle mustered the best business face he could. “I know.”

      “You’re the brains, the secret sauce of this business. I need to say that I’m worried about my investment.”

      Kyle lifted his good hand. “No, no need to worry. I’m going to hire a manager to help.”

      “But the manager is not you. You, Kyle, are the only one who makes this place work.” 

      Kyle looked blankly at the paper strewn across his desk. He spoke softly. “I’m trying, okay? That’s the best I can do.”

      Warren smiled large, and when he did, it made Kyle feel like everything was going to be all right. Even before he spoke his next words. “Well, that’s what I want to chat with you about, Kyle. I have a bit of a business proposition for you.”
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      Ellie put the old truck behind her and walked around the nursery offices. Just as she stepped beneath the pavilion, AJ appeared. “Boss wants to see you,” he said.  

      Ellie remained calm in spite of a sudden spike of adrenaline. “He’s here?”

      AJ sneered like he knew something she didn’t. “No. Take this.” He handed her a slip of paper with an address and directions written on it. “Go there. There’s some stairs next to the receiving bays. Go up those and knock on the door. Tell them I sent you.”

      “Do I ask for anyone?”

      “Tell them I sent you,” he repeated. 

      “Okay,” she said. “Now?”

      “Yep.” He looked down toward his feet. “Thanks again for saving my ass the other night.” 

      “You bet.” Ellie said goodbye and got back in the truck. When she turned the key in the ignition, the engine groaned out a slow, reluctant turn, and then died. Careful not to flood the engine, she pumped the gas pedal a couple times, and, to her relief, it started up. Suddenly, she missed her Silverado. 

      
        
        ____________________

      

      

      AJ’s directions took Ellie to a building in the commercial district, set close to the road. A long, narrow parking strip hugged the front length of the building, where it stopped at a set of concrete stairs. Three receiving bays were on the other side of the stairs, one of which was empty. Ellie parked, went up the stairs, and knocked. When she didn’t get an answer, she tried again, harder this time.

      She looked up into an orbital security camera. The door buzzed and was opened by a black woman with platinum blonde braids. “Can I help you?” she asked. 

      “AJ sent me. I just came from the nursery.”

      The woman stepped back and Ellie went in. “I’m Aiesha. Follow me,” she said. Ellie was led across a shiny concrete floor where, to her right, boxes were being loaded onto the trucks she had seen outside. To her left was a closed-in area with large windows that gave visual access inside. A dozen small machines sat atop stainless steel tables. The floor sloped toward a drain in the center of the room, the far end of which contained an enclosure made of transparent vinyl. On the enclosure’s right was a hook bar on which hung a white hazmat suit and three full-mask respirators. 

      A blue plastic barrel sat against the wall. 

      Ellie followed Aiesha to the other side of the floor to an office door. A large window was set into the drywall, tinted with one-way window film which hindered her from seeing inside. Aiesha knocked and opened the door, then stepped back and motioned for Ellie to enter. The room was long and narrow, the floor laid with thin, blue office carpet. A middle-aged woman sat behind a large wooden desk. She had jet black hair and a purple stripe down the right side of her head. She didn't stand, only said, “Thank you, Aiesha,” and then motioned for Ellie to sit in a chair in front of the desk. 

      The office was cluttered with paperwork on the floor and on the desk and filing cabinets. A snow globe of the Chicago cityscape sat on the desk. A large monitor was on her desk, facing away from Ellie. She reached out and pressed a button. “So, you’re the new girl who ran the Mendez brothers off the other night. AJ said you saved his neck.”

      Ellie shrugged noncommittally. “I guess so.”

      “Well, I suppose a thank you is in order. So, thank you.”

      Ellie only offered a silent nod. 

      “I am Stacey Blume. Do you know what it is we do here?” Stacey asked. 

      “AJ is fairly tight lipped,” Ellie said.

      “Good. He’s paid well to be that way.” Stacey brushed a lock of hair from her eyes. “So, here,” she said, “we manufacture white label vitamins: vitamin C, echinacea, melatonin. We bring in all the raw base ingredients and the additives and fillers. Those machines you would have seen on your way across the floor—the ones on the other side of the wall—are pill presses.”

      “Did you ever meet Julip?”

      “Yes, a few nights ago.”

      “Yes, well, he’s no longer with us.” Something about the way Stacey said that forced Ellie to read between the lines. Much like the way the management at a nursing home would say to an old friend who had finally come from upstate for a visit. He’s no longer with us. “We’re expanding,” Stacey continued, “and that means we need to move a few pieces around the board. I hear you used to push on the blacktop.”

      “That’s right.”

      “Any ambitions for something better?”

      “I’m open. I guess it depends on what you’re offering.” 

      The door opened and Aiesha popped her head in. When she spoke, her voice was tight. “Sorry to interrupt. But Ringo’s here.”  

      
        
        ____________________

      

      

      The tips of Ellie’s fingers were tingling, her heart thumping hard behind her ribs. The room suddenly felt lighter than it had five seconds ago. She’d done it. She’d found him. 

      Stacey stood up. “Did he say what he wanted?” 

      “He’s up front talking on his phone,” Aiesha said. “He doesn’t sound very happy.”

      Stacey turned to Ellie. “I’ll be back in a moment.”

      “No problem.” 

      No sooner had the office door closed behind Stacey than Ellie bolted from her seat. She watched through the window as Stacey moved hurriedly across the floor. A man—a bald man—was at the far end, a phone to his ear. Ellie was squinting, trying to make out some of his features when Stacey reached him and blocked Ellie’s view. She remembered the monitor and quickly moved around Stacey’s deck. It was turned off. She pressed the power button and waited for it to turn on. As the screen grew in brightness it showed four different feeds: the enclosed pill press, the parking lot, the front foyer, and the main floor. The bottom right section was partially filled with Ringo and Stacey. 

      Ringo and Stacey. 

      Ringo. 

      Ringo was real. And he was here. All at once, Ellie felt an amalgamation of pride, excitement, and, to her surprise, fear. The way one feels landing a tiger shark after a long and temperamental struggle.  

      Ringo hung up the phone and Stacey engaged him, gesturing with her hands. She was still while he replied. She shook her head and threw her hands up. She stepped aside. 

      Ellie stopped breathing. She blinked as a blurry mist of confusion descended. 

      She was looking at Quinton Davis. 

      “Curtis seems to think that whoever Ringo is owns a business down in St. James City.”

      Eli Oswald’s words poured across her mind like an evil hallucinogen. “No,” she whispered. Her mouth was suddenly dry, her fingers tingling again. “No,” she repeated, and this time it came out as a mournful dirge.    

      But it was him. Ellie continued watching as Stacey shook her head and tossed her hands out again, then turned and started back across the floor to her office. 

      Ellie’s stomach went to her feet when Quinton followed her.
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      Steam ascended from his coffee like a resurrected dew. It was cool this morning, here on the edge of the forest. He sat on the mossy tree stump with his hands wrapped around his mug, looking down on Croatia's port city of Rijeka, which sat four miles out and three thousand feet below, on the edge of the Adriatic Sea, the Italian region of Marche laying just one hundred and twenty miles beyond the horizon. 

      He took in the view, and a large, deep breath, which he held for several moments before releasing it and then taking another sip of his coffee. The secluded cabin sat behind him like an inconspicuous watchman looking out over the foot of the mountain and the lush, verdant valley below. Silver firs stood thick around him as if they were pillars in a cathedral. A series of clucks similar to that of a chicken came from a cluster of bearberry growing near the edge of the cliff. A rock patridge. It was just him up here. No one else for miles. Just him and the animals. It was the way he preferred it. Especially now. 

      He was going to miss it here. It was hard to accept that he would never return. The view, baked into his memory by the hundreds of hours he had sat in this very spot, would always remain with him. But the crispness of the mountain air and the quiet seclusion here above the cliff face, those were harder to replicate in the mind. Those he would miss.

      The decision had been unilateral, and it would be the first time in his distinguished career that he had selected his own target. Every other time, he had been given a packet, a flash drive, that not only identified his target, but also gave him the permission to move on it.

      But this was not one of those times. There had been no such packet, no flash drive, no envelope with an express directive or the sanction to engage. It wasn’t every day that you decided to, on your own accord, execute a high ranking member of the U.S. government. 

      The decision had not been one based in anger, although he was angry. And it was not a decision intended to absolve him of deep pain, although he felt that too.   

      He was going rogue and was about to do something he could never come back from. He would be villainized and then, he would be hunted. 

      But they wouldn’t find him. 

      His mug was not yet empty when he stood up. He took a final forlorn look at the valley below and walked back to the cabin, a simple one-room structure that was built more for utility than any aesthetic value. It didn’t even possess a bathroom. The outhouse was out back twenty yards further into the forest. He set the mug in the sink and washed it. He would never use the mug again, but he cleaned it out of an unconscious habit, out of the discipline that seventeen years in the military drilled into a man. He set it to the side without drying it. He wiped his hands down the front of his flannel shirt and walked across the room, stopping at the small table where he ate his meals and, as of two weeks ago, where he would write, his small block print filling the pages of a Moleskine journal he had purchased from a paper shop in Rijeka. 

      Sitting before him was his only friend left in the world. They had been everywhere together. To every continent in the world save for Antarctica. They had been through wet jungles, searing deserts, snow-covered wilderness, and the rooftops of Prague, Tbilisi, and Dublin, just a few of the many. 

      He reached out and ran a hand down the detached twenty-six-inch barrel, it sitting quietly in the custom foam mold of the aluminum case. Tucked in next to the stock was a Nightforce scope and an MK11 suppressor. He patted the stock absent-mindedly. 

      The two of them had one more adventure together.  

      On the lip of the table, beside the case, lay a small photo. He picked it up, looked into the eyes of his target. A middle-aged man in a gray suit, starched collar, and red tie who had, for far too long, exercised entirely too much power and quietly stalked the earth as if he had descended from Mount Olympus. 

      He narrowed his eyes on the man’s features. The photo made his jaw tighten unconsciously whenever he looked at it. Then, as was his custom, as he had for each one of his sixty-three long-range kills spanning the last twelve years, he placed the photo in the case, just above the Picatinny rail. 

      He shut the lid, and the picture of Scott Reardon descended into darkness. 

      Brian Carter, the former leader of TEAM 99, the man known by only a select few in the intelligence community as Voltaire, snapped the locks on the case shut and lifted it off the table. Then he leaned down and shouldered his rucksack. Without a final look around, he walked out the front door, not bothering to lock it behind him, the wooden door slapping back onto its frame as he stepped off the tiny porch. 

      Yes, he would miss it here. And he could never come back. Because, ten days from now, Brian Carter would be a most wanted man.
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      The office door opened and Quinton came in behind Stacey. “Where is she?” she asked.

      “Who?” he said. “What are you talking about?”

      “Heather…I left her here.” Stacey stepped behind her desk, the tips of her sandals inches from Ellie. 

      “Who’s Heather?”

      “A new girl.”

      “Stacey,” Quinton said, “this thing we’ve created is working. But if you can’t get a handle on your people then I’ll be pulling out.”

      “I’m telling you, I do have a handle on them. Everyone around here is freaked out with the way you killed Julip.”

      “Your people are weak. They needed to fear someone. You can’t, or haven’t, commanded that. 

      Quinton’s tone held an authority, an apathy Ellie had never heard in it before. Papers shuffled on the desk overhead. Stacey moved in closer to the desk and her toenails, painted purple and inset with tiny crystals, were but a hair's breadth from Ellie. 

      “Here,” Stacey said. “Take this. Just go easy on him. He’s in the back. Are you talking with him now?”

      “I have an appointment to get to. One of my people doesn’t like what you and I have going on over here.”

      “So drop them,” she said.

      “It’s not that easy. He’s a key player.” 

      Stacey’s feet disappeared and Ellie heard the door open again. “Where did she go?” Stacey muttered, and the door shut. 

      Ellie’s heart was beating in her eardrums, her elbow throbbing from the way she had to contort it. She waited half a minute before peeking out from behind the desk. She stayed on her knees and looked across the messy desk out the one-way window. When she saw Stacey and Quinton at the other end of the floor, she came to her feet and skirted to the door. 

      Stacey Blume’s office was in the corner of the building. Ellie had seen a door leading outside just on the other side of the wall. She cautiously opened the door and, seeing no one, left the office and darted to the exterior door. Holding her breath, hoping an alarm wouldn’t go off, she pushed the door open. 

      She was at the back corner, where the stairs led down to a dumpster. She shot down them and turned down the side of the building, where wild vegetation was growing through a chain link fence and jutted up within a couple feet of the warehouse. Ellie fought through vines and branches for a hundred feet before coming out at the end of the building near the street. She scanned the length of cars and saw a red Pontiac Trans Am back up into the road. Quinton’s car. It shot down the road. 

      Ellie ran to the truck and had the keys in the ignition before her backside was completely on the vinyl seat. With a quick flip of the wrist she turned the keys. Nothing. She tried again. Still, nothing. She grit her teeth and pumped the gas as anxiety rose in her chest. She tried a third time and heard a crisp click and then the metallic groaning of the engine as it roared to life. She looked behind her, threw the car in reverse, and tore down the street.

      
        
        ____________________

      

      

      Just as Ellie was starting to fear she had already lost him, Ellie saw the Trans Am take the south onramp to Route 41. She sped up and, after getting on the highway, eased off the gas when she was comfortable with her distance. 

      She felt like someone had slipped some kind of pill in her drink, like she had suddenly been thrust into an evil dream. He was in front of them all this time. As she focused on the red vehicle ahead, her mind tried to bring the pieces together. But she was jolted by what she thought had been true about Quinton. He had been gone for the last five months. Hadn’t he? Had that been a stage? And who was he heading to meet? Her heart suddenly ached for Major. His last friend in the world—the only one who hadn’t died–was who she had been after all this time.  

      She grabbed her phone, and, as she went to dial Mark, her shaking thumb touched Major’s name and dialed him. She hung up before the call connected and tried again, this time tapping Mark’s contact. It rang eight times before finally going to voicemail. Ellie growled at the phone and tried him again. “Come on, Mark.” But he didn’t answer. She left him a message to call her ASAP, that she had Ringo. Two miles later, she tried again with the same results. 

      
        
        ____________________

      

      

      Quinton slowed coming into Matlacha. He crossed over the Matlacha Pass Bridge and braked three miles later at Pine Island Center’s four way stop. He turned right and drove north for another five miles before turing west onto Pineland Road. Ellie followed behind, passing up the Groovy Grove. The road snaked north as it neared the island’s edge, and the Trans Am disappeared around a cluster of thick vegetation. Just as Ellie was nearing the small Post Office, the truck suddenly jolted, making her tighten her grip on the wheel. She fed it more gas and the truck punched forward before coughing again. “Come on,” she muttered. “Not now...not now.” But the old clunker coughed one last time, shuddering as it died. She gave the ignition a couple more tries, but she got no response. She jumped out of the truck and started running. 

      Ellie had grown up not half a mile from here. She knew that after following the coastline for a quarter mile Pineland Road cut back inland on an angle. The fastest way to keep an eye on Quinton would be to cut through the back property lines and wild vegetation. She cleared a split rail fence and negotiated cabbage palms, ficus, and wax myrtles before finally breaking back to the road. Pineland’s marina was up ahead on her left, and as she neared it she saw the red car. She came up and stopped behind a cluster of palms. Quinton was already on a boat. She watched as he started the engines and backed out of the slip. Ten seconds later he was heading toward open water, his back to her. Ellie left the cover of the palms and ran across the grass and through the parking lot before pulling up at the glass door that led inside the marina’s offices. She closed her eyes and took in a few controlled breaths, then opened the door.

      Stuart Hodges had a bulbous body type and wore a plaid button-down shirt tucked into jean shorts that were held up by red, white, and blue striped suspenders. He smiled large when he saw who it was. “Hey there, Ellie. What’s catching?”

      “Hey, Stu. I have a favor to ask you.”

      “Well, sure. Hey, are you all right?”

      “Yes. Fine, thanks. Listen, I don’t have my wallet on me, but I need to borrow a boat. Could you do that for me?”

      “Oh sure, Ellie. I’ve got the Sea Pro out there. If you want to take that.”

      “Stu, that’s perfect.” He opened a drawer and grabbed a set of keys. He tossed them to her. “Quinton Davis shot through here a minute ago. Keeps his skiff in a slip up here.”

       “You don’t say.”

      “Looked like he was late for a meeting with Jimmy Buffett.”

       “I’m in a bit of a hurry myself. Thank again, Stu. I’ll bring her back soon.” Then she pushed open the door and ran for the docks.
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      Ellie ran the boat hard, following the trail left by Quinton’s wake. When she finally spotted him she backed down to ten knots and kept her distance. A couple miles later Quinton turned toward one of the fishing shacks, where a flat-bottom skiff was already tied up. He circled around, drew near, and tied off before cutting his engine and getting out. Then he disappeared inside. 

      Ellie curved around to the west side of Little Wood Key and pulled up in a cluster of mangroves. She anchored, then worked her fingers over the laces of her Doc Martens and removed them. 

      Her heart was beating fast when she set a foot on the gunwale and dove in. 

      
        
        ____________________

      

      

      When Quinton stepped into the shack, Aldrich was already there, sitting on a crate against the far wall. A dark blue backpack lay at his feet. “Are you ever going to finish repairing this place?” he asked. 

      Quinton cautiously stepped past the compressor, careful to avoid the soft, rotting area of the floor. “Been a little busy lately.”  

      “So I’ve heard.” Aldrich stood and looked out the window toward Cayo Costa. “In my opinion, you’ve been busy at the wrong things.” 

      Quinton folded his arms across his chest. “And just how is that?”  

      Still looking out the window, Aldrich said, “You’re running fentanyl now? Is that right?”

      “I am. It’s been a good move for us.”

      Aldrich turned around and looked at his cousin. “When you convinced me to come on with you and Ringo—the real Ringo—a couple years ago I did so because of the simplicity of your rules. They favored anonymity. If your first executive order is to abolish the first of those rules then that makes me very nervous.”

      “You can walk away anytime you want.”

      “I don’t want. The money has been good. I’ve finally been...compensated, as it were.” 

      “I got you into this game, Aldrich. It was you who was griping to me about how things weren’t fair and how you wanted a piece of the pie. Ringo and I thought it made perfect sense to work your angle. And it worked. But don’t come up in here acting like I owe you or you’re calling the shots.”

      Aldrich blew a puff of air from his cheeks. “You all had a rule all this time. You were only selling coke. But now you get the remote from Ringo and immediately switch the channel? No. I can’t have any part of that.”

      Quinton spread his hands and shook them. “This is the big money. I mean, the really big money.”

      “Quinton, it’s not even about the product. It’s that now you’re working with others. People not in our small organization. If they make one mistake, if they get caught, you have to know that they’ll bring you—us—down with them. When Ringo said he was giving the reins over to you I thought, fine. But something happened to you while you were gone. I don’t know what it was, but I don’t like it. It makes me nervous. We all thought that since you were gone for a few months you would come back refreshed. But I haven’t seen the old Quinton since he left back in April.”

      “For ten years I’ve lived under a cloud. Now the sun has come out and I’ve decided to live a little.”

      “The fentanyl angle is too risky.”

      Quinton was smiling now. “That’s what I mean by living a little.”

      “So you’re not going to stop?”

      “Get out if you want. We don’t need you now anyway.”

      “And that’s your final answer?” Aldrich stooped down and reached into a backpack at his feet. 

      “We done here? I’ve got another appointment coming.”

      “Sure. Just one last thing.”

      
        
        ____________________

      

      

      Ellie surfaced just beneath the fishing shack. She treaded water as she caught her breath and then quietly swam over to the small dock. She slicked a hand down her face and wiped the salty water from her eyes. Above, muffled voices issued from the open door. It sounded like two men. Ellie couldn’t make out any words, so she cautiously maneuvered around the dock and peered up at the door. Not seeing any sentries she heaved herself up and silently made her way to the door. She stopped a foot from the entry when she could clearly hear Quinton speaking.

      “We done here? I’ve got another appointment coming.”

      The second man’s voice was lower than Quinton’s, and he gave a muffled reply that Ellie couldn’t make out. 

      Then she heard a sound that was as familiar to her as Major’s voice or Katie’s laugh. 

      The discharge of a suppressed handgun. 

      It was followed quickly by a second shot and then a discordant thump. Ellie froze momentarily. She didn’t have a weapon on her person. The only option was to slip back into the water. She turned and as she moved her weight off her front foot the old deck board issued a loud, betraying creek, like she had stepped on a crow. 

      Before she could fully turn to jump into the water a bullet shot through the wall an inch from her left side. Another one followed just behind it, closer than the last. Ellie froze. 

      Inside, the man with the gun spoke loudly. “I would get in here if I were you.” 

      Ellie knew that voice. Or did she? No. The face that her mind offered up didn’t fit the situation. She swallowed hard and stepped into the doorway, her hands slightly raised. 

      Her breathing hijacked when she saw the man who was standing against the far wall, facing the doorway, a gun trained in her direction.  

      He was shaking his head, like he was disappointed. “Hello, Ellie.” He motioned with the gun for her to step inside. 

      She took a few steps forward and just stared at him, blinking, unable to speak. For a brief moment, she thought this was some kind of inappropriate joke. But his eyes held a coldness she had never seen in them before, silently telling her that this was the furthest thing from a joke she had ever experienced. 

      Her brows lowered and drew together. “I...don’t understand.” She searched all that she knew for a rational explanation. Some surfaced, but they all disappeared before his frozen disposition and the gun he had trained on her. Up to this point she thought she had pieced together who was behind everything, who was calling the shots. Now, she wasn’t sure of anything at all. 

      He flicked the muzzle toward a side wall and told her to sit down against it. 

      Ellie did as she was told and slid to the floor, pressed her back against the wall. She had never felt as disoriented as she did in this moment. Not even that fatal, misguided afternoon when Assam Murad and his family were murdered by God knew who. At least in that situation there had been the possibility that something could go wrong. But this? She hadn’t planned for this at all. Her thoughts swirled, muddled, like they were caught up in a tornado intent on sucking the coherence out of everything it touched. 

      “Why?” she whispered, half to herself and half to him. But it all ran deeper than that. Deeper than a simple “why” and even, for now, superseding the “how.”

      She looked on him, her confused eyes searching his. “Why you?” 

      It was Garrett Cage.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Forty-Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      Garrett shook his head. “Somehow I knew you would finally get in the way. Even after I made sure they let you go. You’re too nosy for your own good, Ellie.”

      She didn’t hear him. Her eyes were glued on Quinton’s body. He lay flat on his stomach, his legs and arms sprawled unnaturally. His head was turned away from her. A pool of blood had started to gather around his neck and slip through a crack in the rotting wood. Her words came out dazedly, softly. “You killed Quinton?” Ellie didn’t dream much—not that she could remember—and when she did she didn’t have nightmares. She had always thought that a little strange, given the kind of career she’d had for over a decade. But now, she felt as though she were in a true nightmare. That panic in the chest, the constricting of your vessels as your blood pressure rises, that uncontrollable feeling that the world is upside down and that you’re stuck in a reality that will never be right. 

      “Ellie, come on. You’re smarter than that. You’re going to sit there and tell me that you had no idea this entire time?” 

      She looked back at Garrett, where the cold set of his eyes, the tension now present along his jawline, the low hang of his brows, all served to index an internal state of apathy and indifference. “No,” she said. “I didn’t.” Her confused eyes fell to his feet. She felt as if the wind had been knocked out of her soul. “I...don’t understand. You…” But she couldn’t finish. There were too many scattered pieces to bring together. 

      “You helped me get rid of Nunez. When you got too close via the whole Oswald thing, I had to let you go.”

      Stunned, she said. “Helped you get rid of Nunez?” 

      “Well, sure. And I have to say, you went far above my expectations.” He looked over at Quinton’s body. “Ours, I should say.” 

      Her eyes were frantically searching the last few months. “You got rid of me because…” and she didn’t finish. There was a more pressing question. “You were the ones behind Adam’s murder?”

      “No. No. I mean, not me directly. But Scotch...” He shook his head. “He was a live wire. But, not to worry. He was taken care of long ago.” Garrett’s face now held that mildly charming look that came so naturally to him. One would think the two of them were now talking about the baseball scores. 

      Ellie closed her eyes and tried to summon a clear thought. “Why, Garrett?”

      “Why not, Ellie? I couldn’t watch everyone making money on the side, get away with it, and not settle in on some myself.”

      She opened her eyes and glared at him. “You’re everything that’s wrong with the world.”

      “And what is that, Ellie?”

      “You’re in a position to do good. People...families...kids...rely on the work you’re doing to help keep them safe. You...betrayed that.”

      “Oh, cut it with the Pollyanna bullcrap, Ellie. You of all people know the system is broken.” 

      Her eyes burned into his. “That doesn’t mean that I have to be.” She stood up. 

      “Sit back down.”

      “No. So shoot me already.” She had another question ready. “When did all this start?”

      Garrett ignored the question and kept his gun trained on her. He crouched down to the backpack. He put his right hand inside, felt around, and came out with a pair of handcuffs. “Put these on.”

      He tossed them to her and for the full second that they were in the air, Ellie’s instincts kicked back in, finally pushing her from her daze. She reached for them and missed. The cuffs clattered to the floor in front of her, and she took an extra step forward to grab them. 

      “Easy, Ellie. Too close.” She slowed her movements and picked up the cuffs. “Now, put them on.”

       She pressed a cuff against her left wrist and clicked it around as she subtly placed her weight on the back of her leg. “It’s just too bad Quinton Davis—or should I say Ringo—killed you.” Suddenly his eyes brightened as if he had remembered something important. “Wait now, I guess I need to tell you about—”    

      But Ellie wasn’t listening anymore. With all the speed of a striking gator, Ellie whipped her back leg around, and her bare foot caught the center of the suppressor. The gun jerked to the side and flew from Garrett’s fingers into the window, shattering it, and falling off into the water. 

      Ellie brought her kicking leg down, ready to send her foot back out, this time into Garrett's face. But she didn’t get that far. As soon as her foot came down and her weight behind it, the floorboard cracked, and not unlike what had happened to Tyler's friend Buster all those years ago, it gave beneath her, and her foot plunged down toward the water. Her leg followed, making her torso lurch backward. As she dropped, her head whipped to the side and slammed hard into the compressor, knocking her out cold. 

      Garrett stood there, leering at Ellie. One of her legs was out of sight, dangling toward the water. Her other leg was at her side, crooked at the knee. Her head now lay limply over the side of the compressor. 

      Finally, he shrugged and, careful to avoid a bad section of wood as he stepped nearer, he grabbed the cuff dangling from her wrist and locked it onto the welded handle of the compressor.  

      Garrett had known his meeting with Quinton would turn out the way it had. He had come out here knowing full well that he would be leaving soon...and that his cousin would not. He reached back into his bag and pulled out the blowtorch and a lighter. As he tried to get the torch lit, he found that his hands were trembling. Finally, a flame shot out with a foosh. He shouldered his backpack and then kneeled down, running the torch against the bottom of the wall. Once hungry orange flames started to run up the corner, he stood up, turned off the torch. He grabbed a ball cap from his pack and set it low over his eyes. Before he walked out the door, Garrett paused and looked back at Ellie. “Sorry, old friend. You should have let me shoot you.” But his words were bracketed with a crooked smile. Then he stepped into his flat bottom skiff and put the shack behind him, driving away into the smudgy grayness of dusk.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Forty-Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      Chewy goosed the Jupiter’s throttle and steadied himself as the boat’s pair of Yamaha F350s gave it another fifteen knots. 

      He was late. He hated to be late. And if there was one thing Chewy knew had not changed about Quinton, it was that he hated people being late too.  

      He headed west where, an hour earlier, the sun had slithered into the horizon. As he sped past Cat Key, a soft orange glow appeared up ahead, glinting off the water. As he drew nearer, Chewy squinted into the apparent aberration and realized with a raw panic that Quinton’s shack was on fire. Dread rose in his chest when he saw Quinton’s boat, still docked. 

      He came in fast, nearly cutting the engines too late before jumping off the boat and running to the doorway. Indignant smoke was billowing out like he was standing at the gate of hell. He could feel the angry heat on his hands and forehead. He took in a deep breath of air and ducked low until the dark, billowing smoke burned his eyes and forced him to drop to his hands and knees. He crawled forward through a visibility of three or four feet out until he saw something that made him stop. It wasn’t Quinton, as he’d expected. 

      A blonde-haired woman was turned away from him, her torso erect, her head tilted unnaturally toward the floor like a broken doll. An air compressor sat on the floor behind her. He shuffled around her and stopped. Ellie. His shock caused him to stare a moment too long, and a flame drew near on his right. He rose up and tore off his trench coat, throwing it on the fire creeping toward him. The flames eagerly grabbed at it like a hungry pack of wolves.  

      Chewy turned back to Ellie and assessed her. Her right leg was out of sight, dangling  towards the water, and her head was hanging limply towards her chest. He quickly felt for a pulse. Finding one, and with the heat growing more intense by the second, he slid his hands beneath her armpits, heaving her up. Her limp body followed, her leg ascending out of the rotten hole until she was suddenly jerked downward, making Chewy stumble forward. He crouched down and squinted through the hot smoke. Ellie’s leg was clear of the rotten hole. Her feet were bare and hadn't snagged on anything. Then he saw that one of her hands was hanging away from her body. A handcuff had her by the wrist and the other end was attached to the air compressor. Chewy cursed through the heat and in a moment of frantic desperation, pulled at the cuff on the machine. It didn't give. He let out a loud, frustrated yell and then hooked his arm beneath Ellie’s waist. With his free hand, he grabbed the handle of the heavy compressor and started backward, careful where he stepped.  

      He retreated quickly, carefully, backing up until he was near the door. He laid Ellie down and went back for Quinton. He returned to his hands and knees, the smoke thickening, the heat rising by the moment. When his hand finally touched Quinton’s head, Chewy reached forward and checked for a pulse. Not feeling one, he moved his fingers and pressed harder. As he waited to feel a heartbeat, he looked down into a tacky pool of blood. 

      Quinton was dead. 

      Chewy lifted his head and saw that Quinton’s sneakers and lower legs were already being eaten by angry flames. Then, without warning, pieces of fiery lumber started to rain down on him, hitting him in the neck and head and falling into his beard. He brushed them away in panicked movements and as he backed up toward the door a flame grabbed at his right hand and singed the top of it. He cried out, releasing hard racking coughs as he crawled over Ellie and out to the dock. His eyes watering, he hitched in several breaths and went back to Ellie. He dragged her and the compressor out onto the small dock where, as yet, there was not smoke. He looked toward the boat and realized that it was gone. He hadn’t tied off. Cursing his stupidity, he stood and frantically looked around. He ran to the end of the dock and saw it, drifting thirty feet out. With a final look back to Ellie, he jumped into the salty water and swam hard for the boat. 

      It seemed intent on getting away, as though wanting to avoid the fire, and it took Chewy nearly a full minute to reach it. He grabbed at the gunwale, pulled up, and heaved himself onto the deck. Coming to his feet, he started the engines and guided the vessel back to the shack, the entire structure now engulfed in flames, some of them only a couple feet from Ellie’s left leg. Chewy drew near, killed the engine, reached out and grabbed the dock. As soon as he had tied off, he jumped off onto the dock and hurried back to Ellie. He reached under her waist again and grabbed the heavy compressor with his free hand. He groaned as he heaved up. He pivoted and was forced to take short steps to the boat. He reached the port side and paused briefly. He positioned Ellie higher onto his arm and then with unsteady movement, he brought a leg over the side of the boat and onto the deck. He leaned away from the shack, and Ellie’s legs followed him across the gunwale. He had to let her go in order to bring the compressor over. Her hand hung loosely in the air as Chewy yelled a final time and brought the heavy piece of equipment into the boat and safely onto the deck. He collapsed onto a seat as he coughed out uneven breaths and the shack burned like a dry Christmas tree. 

      After gaining a measure of control over his lungs, Chewy stood up and pulled on Ellie’s ankles, bringing her body to lie flat against the deck. He turned on the engines for a final time, and the orange glow of the fire lit his path through the darkness for the first mile. He throttled up and ran the boat hard towards Pineland. He looked back at Ringo’s niece, and his deep voice seemed to rise above the rushing sound of displaced water and the drone of the engines.

      “Hang on, Ellie.”
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      Garrett pulled his skiff up to his dock and turned off the engine. He tied off, then stepped off the boat and walked up the sandstone walkway that led to the rear of his home. He unlocked his back door and stepped into the cool air, wiping his feet on the mat per Angela’s wishes. He stopped in the kitchen and grabbed a glass from the cabinet. He filled it with water from the sink and drank it down before setting the glass in the sink and walking across the living room toward his bedroom. As he noticed something hanging from his ceiling he heard a—

      “Hello.”

      Garrett nearly left his skin on the floor as he whirled around. Across the room, sitting at the dining room table, was Ringo. A leg was crossed over the other and blue polypropylene covers encased his Birkenstocks. His hands wore blue latex gloves, and a bottle of Grey Goose vodka sat on a table, a low-ball glass next to it. His white fedora was on his head. 

      “God, Ringo! You can’t let me know you’re coming? How did you get in here?”

      “The same way I’m going to get out. Through the back door.” 

      Garrett gathered himself, but seeing the blue gloves and foot covers made his stomach knot up. “What are you doing here?”

      “One would think that with you being a big dog with the DEA you would have some kind of security system. Please,” Ringo gestured toward a chair across from him, “have a seat.”

      Garrett looked down on his shorts. “Let me change first. I’ve been on the water all night.” 

      Ringo closed his eyes and brought an exaggerated breath in through his nose. “Is that smoke I smell?”

      Garrett tried to brush it off. He suddenly felt very nervous. “Yeah, I had a...little problem on the boat.”

      Their eyes met. “Did you now?”

      “Yeah.” Garrett broke away from Ringo’s frozen gaze. “So I’ll be right b—”

      “Sit. Down.”

      Garrett, frustrated and looking uneasy, took a seat. Ringo began to study his fingernails. “It’s funny, Aldrich, how fortuitous—providential if you prefer—life can be. Ask me where Chewy was a half hour ago.”

      Garrett tossed his hands up. “I’m not playing games right now, okay? I’m tired. I’ve had a long day at the office.”

      He looked up at Garrett. “The office? All right, fine. But ask me where Chewy was a half hour ago,” he repeated. 

      “Fine. Okay. Ringo, where was Chewy a half hour ago?”

      “Chewy was braving the angry flames of a fishing shack, rescuing my niece from a Viking funeral.” 

      Color abandoned Garrett’s cheeks. He stared back at Ringo. “I have an explanation.”

       “And fortunately for you, I do not require one.”

      “Really, Ringo, she knew. She would have told—”

      “So you thought that burning my niece—your old friend—alive was the best course of action? And you thought,”—his voice was getting high, stronger now—“that killing one of my best friends was the best course of action?” Ringo set a hand on the table and Garrett watched it slowly turn into a fist, watched as the knuckles turned white and it began to shake along with his thick forearm. “Did you?” 

      “Look, my gun fell—it doesn’t matter. I had to get out of there, okay?”

      Suddenly Ringo’s face bloomed red. His voice held a growl like that of a lion after he’s caught his prey. “You murdered my friend.” His face was nigh on to shaking.  

      “Quinton was going to get us all caught,” Garrett said hurriedly, as if that settled the entire manner.

      “He was my friend. The only old friend I had left. And you took him from me like you were swatting a fly from off your face.” 

      Garrett tossed his hands out. “What? You wanted us all to get exposed? He was making foolish decisions that were not going to end well. And Ellie, she would have ratted us all out. ”

      “See,” Ringo shook his finger at him. “That is one thing I’m curious about. What do you mean by ‘all of us’? You told her about me?”

      “No. No, certainly not.”

      “You were going to kill her anyway. Why not just tip the pitcher, as it were?”

      “I just didn’t think about it. It all happened so fast.”

      “Why do you think I’m wearing these ridiculous covers on my feet? I’m not sure your lovely wife would think them very fashionable.”

      Garrett huffed, the last self-assured action of his life. “I’m the local DEA SAIC. You’re not going to kill me. You’ll have every federal agency after you.” 

      “You’re absolutely right...Aldrich. And for the very reason you just mentioned, I’m not going to kill you. You are.”

      Garrett felt a terrorizing chill run down his arms.  

      Ringo reached into his lap and brought a revolver into view. “This glass here, as you can probably deduce from the bottle sitting next to it, is half full of Grey Goose. Drink it.” Garrett hesitated and then reached for the glass. His eyes fixed on the rim. Ringo snapped his fingers. “Quickly, please. I don’t need you thinking right now. I need you responding.”

      Garrett brought the glass to his lips and drank. It took him four gulps to get it all down. He returned the glass to the table and swallowed back the afterburn. 

      “While we wait for that to ‘kick in’ as it were, did I ever tell you why I chose Aldrich as your front name? Did I ever let you in on that little fact?”

      Garrett now looked as if he was somehow experiencing both apathy and terror at the same time. “I don’t think you did,” he said blandly.  

      “And you never made the connection?”

      Garrett shrugged like he didn’t care. Because he didn’t care. But he didn’t want Ringo thinking he didn’t care. So he offered a weak smile and shook his head.

      “Aldrich Ames,” Ringo said slowly. “Certainly one of the most damaging spies this country has ever produced. Right up there with Robert Hanssen. Here you were in a high-profile position, with a federal agency, trusted by all. Trusted by me,” he added. “But meretricious men such as yourself lay waste the powers given to them.”

      “And you think you’re any different?” Garrett growled.

      “What sets you and I apart is that your schemes are fueled by selfishness. You chose not to learn the lesson I shared with you about Guyana’s Katowami people. You know, when Ted Koppel interviewed Oleg Gordievsky, he asked him what he thought, ten years after the fact, of Aldrich Ames. His response?” Ringo worked his voice into a mock Russian accent. “He was simply a greedy bastard.” 

      “Ringo, we can work this out.”

      Ringo stared at him, almost through him. “I’m going to do away with the pleasantries now. Over the next five minutes, if you do not do exactly as I say, or, if I have to repeat myself for any reason, I will also kill your wife.” His eyes were unblinking. 

      “You wouldn’t.”

      Ringo looked at his watch—his gold watch. “Your wife’s New York office is on 8th Avenue, where a half hour ago she finished up a meeting with a Polynesian manufacturer. She’s just arrived at Listerly, a rooftop bar where she and her friend Lisa have gone for drinks and gossip.” 

      Garrett swallowed. 

      “However, for extra measure…” Ringo slipped a smartphone from his pocket and dialed a number. When the call connected it appeared as a live video. Ringo turned the screen so Garrett could see. The feed from the other end showed Angela Cage at a small table, lifting a glass of wine to her lips and drinking from it. She returned it to the table and said something to her friend that made them both laugh. Ringo tapped the red ‘End Call’ icon and returned the phone to his pocket. 

      “How did you...who—”

      “If I have to end up doing what I’m asking you to do, Angela won’t make it home with her trachea in tact.” 

      “Ringo...please.”

      Ringo motioned toward the bottle. “Have another drink.” Garrett obeyed and the bottle’s neck chattered along the rim of the glass. “Keep going...there. Now drink up.”

      As Garrett tipped the glass up, Ringo slid the gun over to him. “I suppose you failed to see that the magazine wasn’t in there. Pick it up.” 

      Garrett picked it up. 

      “Put it in your mouth.”

      Garrett's hand was still shaking, and the barrel clattered along his teeth as he slipped it between his lips.

      “Relax your lips around it and turn it upward.”

      He did. 

      “Good. Now, that end table over there in your living room. Go over and set the gun on it.” Garrett stood up, knees weak, and walked over to the small table near the arm of the couch. He set the gun down and came back to his previous spot, beads of sweat dampening his forehead, his fingers trembling, his eyes dilated as if the only thing now left inside him was a cold and darkening fear. 

      Ringo pulled something from beneath his leg and tossed it to Garrett. Garrett caught it. It was the gun’s magazine, fully loaded. “Now set that next to the Grey Goose.” 

      “Who…” Garrett said shakily. “Just...who do you think you are?”

      “And this question coming from a man who just murdered one and tried for a second. But if you must know...Aldrich, for you, tonight, I am the tenth plague of Egypt.” He smiled. That ominous smile that sent icy shivers into anyone on the receiving end of it. “You haven’t had dinner yet, have you? Feeling that vodka dancing in your blood yet?”

      Garrett said nothing, only stared at the vase of fresh tulips in front of him. 

      “One last thing,” Ringo said. “That pad and pen there. I need you to write something. Just one thing. Please write, ‘I’m sorry.’”

      “No...please.”

      “‘I’m sorry.’ That’s all. Just, ‘I’m sorry.’”

      Garrett picked up the pen and scribbled the words across the paper. “Very good,” Ringo said. “Off behind you—I think you saw it as you came in—is a scarf hanging from an eye bolt set into a rafter. Stand and walk over to it.” Garrett stood uneasily. “I really love that pattern. What do you think? It’s one of your wife’s. From her own line.” Ringo clicked his tongue and his smiled vanished. “I’ll need you to stand on the stool and reach up and just touch that eye bolt for me. After that, I think you know what to do.”

      Garrett moved up the stepstool and reached up toward the rafter. He touched the metal and brought his hand down.

      “The knot has already been tied. You only need slip into it.”

      Garrett moved slowly, the vodka having begun to have its effects. A minute later the scarf was tied snuggly around his neck. His pupils were dilated, all color gone. He looked around like he didn’t know where he was. 

      “Aldrich, whenever you’re ready.”

      “Don’t hurt...don’t hurt Angela, okay?”

      “Now that depends on how quickly your feet move off that stool.”

      Garrett took a final look around the room. His mouth opened like he wanted to speak. But then, as if he had tripped on something, he pitched forward, the scarf stretching against his weight, tightening around his neck. His feet swung out, came back, and the backs of his heels hit the stool, which went flying down the hallway.  

      The silence in the room was ominous, broken only by irregular grunts and groans coming from the man dying at the end of one of his wife’s scarves. Garrett’s face turned a deep red and then slowly purple before holding on gray. His fixed eyes were dark sinkholes of horror.

      Ringo watched him the way he might watch a mango swinging gently on a tree, serenely and perhaps with a mild disinterest. 

      Garrett's eyes finally closed. It was when his bladder failed him and its contents crept across his shorts that Ringo knew the job was done. He stood up. He grabbed the S&W’s magazine and walked around Garrett’s body to the end table. He slipped the magazine into the gun and brought the slide back, putting a round into the chamber. He set the gun back down and went back to the table where he pushed his chair back in. Then he walked through the kitchen to the rear door. He pulled the spare key from his pocket, stepped into the darkness. He shut the door and locked it, then walked down the path to the dock. Andrés paddled the canoe closer to the dock and Ringo got in and sat down. He picked up a paddle, and, putting Garrett’s house behind them, they slipped into the inky darkness of the bay.
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      Ellie stared at the ceiling of her Lee Memorial hospital room, wishing she could leave.  Last night, the emergency room doctor had diagnosed her with a concussion and, against her preferences, admitted her for a night of observation. The doctor said she was lucky not to have inhaled much smoke. Still, they slipped a nasal cannula under her nose and sent several liters of oxygen through it. 

      As soon as she arrived at the emergency room, she had called Mark and told him everything, starting with Garrett Cage’s betrayal. It took her repeating herself three times before Mark seemed to really believe it. Then she proceeded to tell him about Duncan Industries’ connection to Stacey Bloom’s operation and Quinton’s involvement as Ringo. 

      Mark had come by early this morning and informed her that Garrett had been found dead in his home of an apparent suicide. DEA brass from Virginia and Miami had come in to investigate the SAIC’s involvement. Jet, he said, was retiring on a high note, successfully conducting overnight raids on the nursery and Stacey’s vitamin warehouse. When he left, he still looked like his world was upside down. 

      Tyler had stayed the night with Ellie, parked in a chair that he claimed had been designed during the inquisition. They still didn’t know who had put a hit out on her, he’d said, and he wasn’t about to leave her alone. 

      Major, Katie, and Chloe had just left, Ellie’s sister fuming about Garrett and crying about Quinton. Major had been unusually quiet. He had just lost his best friend. All Ellie knew was that she had no words for him, only an “I’m sorry,” which felt nothing short of trivial. Major had spent most of his time looking out the window. He finally broke a long silence when he said, “I hate that willow tree. It looks like it’s in constant mourning.” 

      As soon as they walked out of the room, Tyler entered, holding a bouquet of daisies and roses. He looked around for some kind of vase. Not seeing anything that might work, he just laid the flowers on the tray table. “They letting you out soon?”

      “This afternoon. Or so they say.”

      Tyler grabbed a chair and slid it closer to the bed. He leaned forward and placed his elbows on his knees. “I’m sorry, Ellie. This is insane.”

      “Yeah.”

      “You still haven’t heard anything more about the guy who rescued you?”

      “No. Not a thing. And something tells me I’m not going to.” Last night, just before docking at the marina in Pineland, Ellie had come to. She had been able to get out of the boat, while her rescuer walked her and the compressor to a black Malibu. Once they got in the car, Ellie entered a coughing fit before falling back into a groggy haze. Just as they were pulling up to the emergency room entrance, Ellie had sat up and tried talking to him. He wouldn’t talk to her, just helped her inside and left. 

      “It was strange,” Ellie said.

      “What’s that?”

      “I keep thinking that he looked cold. He had burned his hand pretty badly, if I remember right. But it wasn’t that.”

      Tyler stood up and walked to the window. “Hey,” he said, “I’m sorry about the party the other night. I was a bum to leave like that. I know I still owe you an explanation.” 

      “Thanks.” All of a sudden she felt nervous.

      “I feel like a coon’s tail.”

      “I’m good with that.”

      He adjusted his hat over his eyes and sat back down. “The phone call. It was my ex-wife.” 

      Ellie’s stomach descended to her feet. “Oh” was all she could muster, and she felt silly for it.

      “She wanted to talk about her and me.”

      “I see.”

      “Yeah,” he said. “She said she misses me. As it turns out she’s been dating someone and he wants them to get hitched. She thought hearing my voice might help her know what she wants to do. You know, if she thought maybe she gave up on us too soon.”

      Ellie wanted a glass of wine. “Okay.” 

      “But,” he said, “it turns out that talking with me helped her realize that marrying this other dude is what she wants after all.”  

      “And...what about you?”

      “Me?”

      “That couldn’t have been an easy call. How do you feel?”

      He looked down at the floor. “I won’t lie. It was hard. Stirred up a lot of—well, I won’t call them emotions. I’ll just go with stuff. It brought up a lot of stuff.” He sat up and looked at Ellie. “But I’m good with it. I’m happy for her. I feel like a door that was shut is locked now. It’s a good thing.”

      She searched his face. “That’s great, Tyler.”

      Ellie’s nurse broke a growing moment between them, returning to check her vitals for the four-hundredth time. Tyler came to his feet. “I’ll be out in the hall.”  

      
        
        ____________________

      

      

      Cardboard boxes, stacked eight to ten high, filled the foyer of the mansion. Chewy walked past them and down the wide hall until he reached Ringo’s office. Ringo was sitting behind his desk, looking around a room that looked naked without the books. 

      “Chewy,” he said, “how’s your hand?”

      Chewy looked down on his right hand wrapped in gauze. “It’s hurting some. I took some pain medication, and the ointment you gave me is helping.” 

      “Good.” His cigar jammed between his fingers, Ringo motioned toward the door. “I got something for you. It’s behind the door.”

      Chewy went back to the doorway and brought the door away from the wall. Hanging on a hook was a new wool trench coat. Chewy grabbed it up and put it on, careful as he slid his bad hand through the arm hole. He lifted it off his shoulders and it settled back on them. He shrugged a couple times and then nodded. “Thank you, Ringo. This is kind of you.”

      “It was kind of you to rescue my niece. Come here. I have one other thing.” Ringo leaned back in his chair and opened a desk drawer. He reached in and produced a white envelope. He slid it across the table. “Open it.”

      Chewy fingered back the flap and drew out a piece of paper. He unfolded it. “What is this?”

      “That...is a deed. A deed to a bungalow at Barracuda Cay. The one to the left of where we met with César. It’s my way of saying ‘thank you’ for all your help in sending him to that great barrio in the sky. And, for just being you.”

      Chewy’s unbelieving eyes lingered on the document. “Ringo. Thank you.”

      “I bought Andrés a place on the water down in Miami. Somewhere he can take his mother. I also purchased surfing lessons for him.”

      “He’ll look ridiculous on a surfboard.”

      Ringo laughed. “I suppose he will.”   

      Chewy’s expression hardened, and he folded the deed and tucked it into the inside pocket of his coat. He bit down hard on his bottom lip to keep the swollen tears behind his eyes. His entire adult life, Ringo was the closest thing to a father he had known. “Will I...ever see you again?”

      Ringo adjusted his fedora and answered slowly. “There is a time to gather stones and a time to cast them away. This is a time to cast them away. But I would expect so, in time.” His eyes were moist. “Somehow, I’ll make sure that we do.” He stood up and stepped in front of Chewy. He set both hands on the taller man’s shoulders, looked him in the eyes. He seemed as though he was going to say something but then just pulled Chewy in and embraced him. Finally, after clapping each other on the back, they let go, their cheeks wet. “You stay out of trouble, kid.”

      Then, without looking up, Chewy turned, put his back toward his favorite person in the world, and left the room.

      
        
        ____________________

      

      

      Katie turned onto Pelican Avenue and pulled her car into the rental’s driveway. Ellie had checked for a tail on the way back from the hospital and saw nothing that sent the radar up. It was dark now, Ellie’s discharge having taken far longer than anticipated. Chloe reached around the seat back and tried for a hug. “I hope you feel better, Aunt Ellie.”

      “Thanks, Boo. I’ll be fine. Just need a good night of sleep.”

      “You sure you don’t want us to stay the night?” Katie asked. “Chloe can be quiet.”

      “Thanks. I’ll manage.”

      “We’ll bring Citrus back tomorrow after you wake up.” 

      Chloe yelled a long goodbye out the window as they drove away, and Ellie fiddled with her keychain. She found the house key with a little help from the porch light. She went inside and shut the door, immediately sensing an abnormal pressure in the room. It wasn’t Citrus’s absence. She flipped the living room light switch. Nothing. She flipped it on and off. Still, nothing. She turned and froze when she saw the darkened silhouette sitting on the couch. She spoke with a strained voice. 

      “What do you want?” 

      The figure stood and brushed back a hoodie from his head. “Hello, sweetheart.”

      Ellie’s breath caught. That voice. The same voice that spoke over her every night of her childhood and told her goodnight. It was the same voice that cheered for her as a teenager when she won shooting championships. The same one that encouraged her to join the CIA, to go, and follow her dreams. A thin haze of light from the kitchen oven range touched his face and fell across his shoulders.

      It was her father. It was Frank O’Conner.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fifty-Two

          

        

      

    

    
      Ellie blinked into a flurry of emotions. She couldn’t move. “Daddy?”

      “Yes.”

      His voice—soft, gentle. She took a step toward him, squinting in the meager light. “It’s really you?”

      “It’s me, sweetheart.” 

      Her heart knew, but her mind was still lagging behind, and it wasn’t until he smiled that she melted on the inside. Frank O’Conner smiled with his eyes, crows feet bunching up as he squinted. It was his smile. It was him. 

      She closed the distance between them and threw her arms around his neck. She wept. He returned the embrace and for the next two minutes father and daughter clung to each other, weeping on the other’s shoulder and, finally, laughing in between sobs. Ellie gathered herself and pulled back. She searched his eyes and stared into a face that had grown older. One that was now filled with a certain sadness, even against the joy of seeing his daughter. 

      He motioned toward the couch. She sat, not taking her eyes off him. He had a beard now, like in the picture. Mostly gray, but some brown still holding out. She reached out and grabbed both his hands. She held them tight, rubbed them with her thumbs. “We all thought you were dead.” 

      His brows drew together. He swallowed. “I’m sorry, Ellie.”

      “No.” She shook her head. “No apologies. You did what you needed to. I don’t need to know why.”

      “Yes. Yes, you do.” The firmness of his tone surprised her. “How is Katie?” he asked. “And my granddaughter?” 

      “They’re doing well. Chloe’s getting bigger. She’s such a chatterbox.”

      He nodded as a man who was heavy with loss. “And Warren?”

      “He misses you. He doesn’t say much, but he really misses you. We girls had a birthday party for him a few weeks ago.” She smiled fondly. “He was telling us about that time that you, him, Norma Jean, and Gunny went down to the Keys. He said something about you winning a turtle race.”

      She watched her father’s face as he scanned diminished horizons. He smiled. “Yes. That was a good weekend. I won five hundred clams if I remember correctly. I almost lost my head to a bunch of bikers. It took two months for my jaw to feel normal again.” He blinked and paused. “Ellie, I’m not DOJ.”

      She knew that much now. The connection to Ryan Wilcox. The secrecy. “Why didn’t you ever tell me?” It was a silly question. She of all people knew the answer. But this was her father and it felt like the rules shouldn’t apply. She shook her head. “Nevermind. I know you can’t answer that.”

      “I can’t,” he said. “But I will. You deserve at least that much.” He stared at her hands as he spoke. “This all started when Deputy Director Hanson commissioned one of our officers to look into a probable intelligence leak. When that officer was found dead nine months later, Hanson put me on it. All we knew at the time was that the wizard behind the curtain was very powerful.”

      “So you faked your death.”

      “Remember the dossier you received in St. Petersburg?  The one that made you decide to abort your mission?”

      Her father knew about that? “Of course.”

      “The officer that was killed before I came in. He’s the one who left it. He didn’t have enough information to expose the entire program.” Frank scratched at his beard. “Ellie, Mortimer fed you all bogus missions.”

      She knew it. Ever since that seed of doubt had been planted in her mind that cold St. Petersburg night. “All of them?”

      “No. No, of course not. Several years into your time in Brussels someone got a hold of him and blackmailed Mortimer into doing his bidding. We had our suspicions, but we weren’t sure until last week. Ellie, it was Scott Reardon.” 

      Ellie blinked. “Scott Reardon? I thought he was involved with bad energy contracts.”

      “He was. But he’s a busy man.” Frank paused and looked away, formulating his next words. “Ellie, Trigg Deneford was working for Reardon.”

      The words had no sooner left his lips than Ellie stood up. She rubbed at her face. As she paced slowly across the room, the pieces started coming together. “Reardon was taking us out because we did his dirty laundry.”

      It wasn’t a question, but her father replied with a soft, “Yes.” 

      Ellie's hands were fists now. “Scott Reardon had my friends killed. But...why now? It’s been years.”

      “Some of his relationships on the Continent have become unsteady. He was covering his bases.” 

      “But Deneford was working at Hawkwing. What’s the connection?” She returned to the couch.

      “Like I said, Reardon was a busy man. Deneford was his cleaner, but he was also making millions for Reardon moving dope. When Deneford was a SEAL he murdered an Afghan family in their home. Somehow Reardon acquired evidence to the event and blackmailed Deneford into working with him.” Frank sighed. “Ellie, I’m sorry. I had no idea he was sending someone after you. Not until a week ago. By the time I found out you had already been warned.”

      “Virgil,” she said. “That’s why I’m still here at this place. How did you find out?”

      “I’ve spent the last couple years working myself into his inner circle. A man by the name of Titus Clark was his personal assistant. Last week I managed to grab Titus, putting Reardon in a position where he had no one else to trust to destroy his private files. All of them, going back thirty years.”

      “So Reardon’s under indictment?”

      “No. Not anymore,” Frank said. “He’s dead.”

      
        
        ____________________

      

      

      Chewy had been instructed to leave his car at the far edge of the dirt parking lot and walk into the grove. He was to count thirteen mango trees in and turn right, count seven more trees and turn left. His eyes adjusted quickly to the dark as he worked his way through the trees without any urgency.

      She was already here. Fragments of moonlight cut through the trees and spangled across her face. Her eyes were swollen, her hands twisted in her lap, clasping a tissue. A plastic outdoor chair sat next to her. 

      “Hello, Chewy.”

      “Hello.” He sat and looked into the darkness of the grove. Neither spoke for several minutes, not wanting to start a conversation that would quickly lead to goodbye. 

      Her sorrowful voice broke the silence, full of lament, asking what she already knew to be the case. “So, it’s all over then,” she said softly, but with the finality of director yelling cut, telling everyone it’s a wrap. “I can’t believe he tried to kill Ellie. I would have done him in myself.”

      “Yes.” Chewy swallowed hard against the sadness sitting across his shoulders like a wet blanket. “It’s over.”

      “I remember the first time I ever saw you,” she said. “I liked you then and I like you even more know. I’m going to miss you, Jared.”

      “You were my favorite distributor,” he said. 

      “It’s been a good run, hasn’t it?” 

      “Your husband still doesn’t know?”

      “No. I never did tell him. Didn’t see a good reason.” It was quiet for a few minutes as they listened to the cicadas and crickets. “The cancer centers are going to miss the money. I hate that.” She stood up. Chewy followed suit. She extended her hand. He took it into his and shook it gently. “Goodbye, Chewy. It has been a sincere pleasure working with you these last ten years. If you ever need anything, anything at all, let me know. I hope you don’t receive that as a triviality.”

      “Thank you,” he said. “May life be kind to you.” 

      She stepped in and gave him a long hug. It was the kind of hug he imagined his mother might give him were she still alive. He heard her sniffle and then she let go. With a final, tear-stained glance at him, Sharla Potter disappeared into the trees. 

      Chewy sat back down. He was in no hurry to leave. In fact, he didn’t want to. He didn’t want all this to be over. He knew what he should tell himself. It was what all his prophets of personal power said to do in times of great loss. But Jared “Chewy” Robinson didn’t want to say that tonight. He didn’t even want to think it. He would never work with Ringo again, or Andrés, or Sharla, and the millions of dollars that they gave every year to help cancer-ridden children would be missed. 

      And then, a thought crossed his mind.  

      
        
        ____________________

      

      

      “Reardon’s dead?” Ellie said. “He killed himself?”

      “No. He was assassinated.”

      She felt rush of pleasure and relief at that. “Do we know who did it?”

      Frank reached a hand into the pocket of his hoodie. “I was asked to give you this.” He slipped something hard and cold into his daughter’s hand. 

      Ellie squinted through the lack of light and quickly recognized the 7.62×51mm shell casing. Her fingertips went to the base, and when she felt where a cross had been scratched into the brass she gasped. It was his marking. She looked up, dumbfounded. “You’ve been working with Brian? Brian took out Reardon?”

      “Yes. Once Reardon gave me access to his files, we could see that he was the one eliminating everyone from your old team. Brian didn’t tell me his plans.”

      “But you knew he would. You didn’t stop him.”

      “Reardon came after my daughter.” 

      Their father was alive, and Ellie realized that she and Katie were the lucky ones. That all the hard was unraveling, spinning into something good again. “I’ve missed you with everything I am.”

      “Me too, Ellie.” 

      “How is he?” she asked. “Brian?” 

      “He’s seen some personal tragedy, but he’s getting through it. He got caught up in Reardon’s collateral damage too.”

      She caught the vagueness of his reply and chose not to press. “You had Ryan Wilcox give me the picture?”

      “I couldn’t have you and Katie believing a lie any longer. It had all gone on far longer than I had anticipated. Reardon was exceptional at compartmentalizing. Hanson assigned Ryan over to my team. When he went to Panama to speak with Virgil, it was against my recommendation. That may be what got him into their crosshairs.”

      “Their? Who else was working with Reardon?”

      “Mortimer, for one. As soon as your team dissolved, he went into hiding. From everything I can tell he’s been working alongside Reardon ever since. Brian is on a personal mission to track him down next.”

      No sooner had he let off speaking than a gloomy revelation came to Ellie the way an awful dream surfaces after you wake up. The truth had been here the last twenty minutes. They were sitting in the dark. Her father was wearing a hoodie, something she had never seen on him before. A sad smile crossed her lips. “You’re not staying, are you?”       

      “I have more to do, Ellie.”

      She looked down at her hands. “Are you telling Major?”

      “No. The less who know, the better. But I’m stopping at the house to see Katie after I leave here.”  

      Being here with him was like listening to John Denver or James Taylor while a salty breeze tossed your hair and a generous sun warmed your skin; where somewhere in the distance children could be heard playing in the water, giggling, laughing, splashing. It made you feel like you were home, that, at least for this moment, all was right in a crazy world. “How long?” She braced herself.  

      “A year. Maybe two. I can’t be sure.”

      “Wasn’t it you who told me once not to be gone for very long?”

      “Yes. I believe it was.”

      She leaned in and set her hand over his. “Don’t be gone much longer, Daddy. We need you around here.”

        They stood and reached for each other. When they embraced, Ellie breathed in and the smells of her youth rolled over her. Smells that were just...him. He let her go and took her hand in his.

      “You come back to me. To us.”

      “I promise, Ellie. I’ll come back.”

      And then, against everything inside her she let his hand slip from hers. He blinked and a tear escaped and disappeared into his beard. “I’m proud of you,” he whispered. “So very proud of you.” Then he walked to the back door and was gone. 

      Ellie wasn’t sure if she was supposed to laugh or cry or both. Instead, she headed for the garage to flip the living room breaker.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fifty-Three

          

        

      

    

    
      Ellie parked her father’s El Camino in the crushed shell parking lot at the southern end of Henley Canal. As she walked up the ramp to the bar, she saw Tyler on a ladder, paintbrush in hand, alternating his brush between a can of paint and the outer edge of the new fascia.  

      His red, sun-faded Hornady hat was backward on his head. He wore a gray T-shirt that fit snugly around his arms. The only thing missing was a dab of paint on his cheek, or shirt, or something. Maybe that would be too cliché, she thought. He did a double take when he saw her. “What are you doing down here?” he asked. “It might not be safe.” 

      She looked around to make sure they were alone. “My dad. He came to see me last night.”   

      “What?” Tyler set his paint brush into a jar of paint thinner and looked down at her.

      “It turns out he’s been working undercover for the good guys.”

      “You’re kidding, Ellie. So he’s back for good?” 

      “No. He has some loose ends to tie up. Soon enough, I hope.” 

      He stepped off the ladder, and when he turned fully toward her she saw where a thin dollop of paint had grazed his cheek. She grinned. 

      “What?” he asked.

      “Nothing.”

      “It’s not nothing,” he said. 

      “Okay, it’s not nothing. But I’m not going to tell you.” 

      She quickly turned her attention to the restaurant. “You did a great job with this.”

      “Thanks. I see what you just did,” he said.

      “And how is your mama these days?”

      “You just did it again.”

      She wrinkled her nose at him. 

      He set his brush into a jar of paint thinner. “Follow me.” He led her inside the covered seating area and put his hands on his hips. “Everything’s all done in here. Just finished painting.”

      “It looks great.”

      Tyler nodded around the room, thinking that he very much agreed with her. “Yeah, so...how’s your head feeling?”

      “Still tender. Fine other than that.” She looked up at him and when their eyes met a flutter passed through her stomach. “Thanks again for getting Deneford for me.” 

      “Glad to.” He scratched at his chin. “So...this thing,” he waved his fingers between them, “between us. What do you say we quit playing around like a couple teenagers and make it official?”

      A chair stood between them. “You want to make the chair official? I don’t even know what that means.”

      He sent an eyebrow toward a rafter. She stepped around the chair and moved closer to him until she could feel the warmth of his chest and smell the musky scent of his sweat. She lifted her chin, then brought her mouth onto his. They lingered before she broke away just enough to say, “I love you.”

      His voice was soft and confidential. “And I love you, Ellie.” He rested his strong hands on her hips. “I feel like there should be a fireworks show over the water right now,” he said. “At least a Texas size laser show.” 

      “There are fireworks,” she said, and rose up and kissed him again. She slid a hand around to the back of his head and opened her mouth to him. When they finally broke the kiss, she said, “Just not over the water.”

      “Indeed.”

      “Heyyy.” They both turned and looked in the direction of the heavily accented voice. Fu Wang was standing outside on the deck. The rain flaps were raised, giving him a clear view inside. He smiled large, his eyes nearly squinting shut, and gave them a double thumbs up. He puckered his lips and made a kissing sound. “Good, Tyler. Good, good.”

      “Oh boy,” Ellie whispered. Fu bobbed back to the bar. “Within thirty seconds Gloria will have everyone at the bar hearing about this,” she said.

      “You ashamed of me?” Tyler asked. 

      “No, but I would have liked to have told people on our own terms.” She looked up and searched his face. “Tyler, if you do something stupid and screw this thing up I’m going to—”

      “Ellie, you used to kill people for a living. You think I’m going to mess this up?”

      She traced the line of his jaw with her finger and then ran it lightly across his lips. “I’m glad you know about that.”

      “Come on then,” he said. He slid his fingers into hers. “Let’s get out there before Fu tells Gloria that I’m a better kisser than you.”

      “That’s debatable.”

      “And I’m happy to debate it.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fifty-Four

          

        

      

    

    
      He had always liked the smell of gasoline. Not in a sniff and get high kind of way, but in the way someone will say they love the smell of fresh cut grass, new tires, or sawdust. After today, Andrés Salamanca knew that he would hate the smell of gasoline for the rest of his life. 

      Late last night, after he and Chewy moved Ringo’s books into a climate controlled storage facility in Cape Coral, they returned to the mansion and spent the next five hours wiping everything down to ensure no fingerprints were left behind. Just in case.

      They left the front door open and as they walked around the fountain and down the long driveway they freely spilled the gas behind them. The Malibu and an old Ford Focus were parked at the end of the driveway at the road that snaked through the neighborhood. They stopped pouring fifty feet from the door, then capped the gas cans and set them into the trunk of the Focus. 

      Andrés brought out a lighter. Both men leaned back against the car and looked at the house, each reviewing their own personal memories. Chewy broke the silence. “Andrés?”

      “Yes, my friend.”

      “You’re a good man.”

      Andrés’s chest rose and fell as he took in a deep breath and let it out in a long sigh. “Life has not given me many friends. You are a friend, Chewy.”

      “So I’ll see you when you get back from Mexico?” Chewy said. “Are sure you’re on board?”

      “I am, my friend. You know I am.” With that, he clapped Chewy on the shoulder and stepped over to where the shiny slick of gasoline stopped. He leaned down and flicked the lighter at the edge of the gas. He moved back as the liquid ignited with a muffled fhmmp and orange and blue flames raced toward the front door as if late for a family reunion. The two men watched the flame whip around the fountain and enter the front door, a pyromaniac’s final fantasy.    

      Then they quickly got into their cars and sped down the road as an orange glow began to flicker across the sleeping neighborhood. 

      
        
        ____________________

      

      

      The late morning sun warmed Ellie’s back as she sat at the bar, enjoying an early beer. Jack Johnson was flowing from the speakers above the bar, his soft vocals singing about how life is always better when we’re together. Every barstool was taken, and many stood behind her and flowed onto the boardwalk. Major had opened The Salty Mangrove a half hour early, having invited friends and business owners from all over the island for an announcement. Members of the Chamber of Commerce and the Rotary Club were present, Jean Oglesby and Sharla and Gary Potter among them. 

      Gloria slurped down some of her daiquiri and turned to Ellie. “It sure is nice to have you back down here, Ellie. It’s been strange not having you around. They get those drug people?” 

      “If they haven’t,” she said, “they’re well on their way.”

      “I just can’t believe that about Quinton.”

      Ellie couldn’t believe a lot of things right now, and, before she could find a reply, Major came out of the kitchen with a couple food baskets filled with blue crab cakes. “Ralphie made these special,” he said. “You guys eat up.” 

      Hands went for the food, and Gloria said, “Warren, I was telling Fu that I think you should let your hair grow out.” She eyed his head, his graying auburn hair that was buzzed close to the scalp. “I’ll bet you’d look handsome if you let it grow out.”

      “I’ll have you know that I already look handsome.” He came out from the bar and rubbed his hands together. “All right, you guys. I have little announcement.” He waited as everyone stepped in closer and gave him their attention. “You all will know that Kyle Armstrong, the owner of the Wild Palm, had a bad accident of sorts several weeks ago.” Everyone nodded. “Well, after some conversation and looking at the books, he and I have decided to join hands in the distillery. He and I will be partners from now on.”

      Everyone cheered in some form or fashion, and Fu could be heard chanting “free...free...free” although it sounded more like fee. “And yes, Fu,” Major said, “everyone will leave here today with a bottle.” For the next half hour people clapped him on the back, congratulated him, and told him how happy they were that the Wild Palm would remain well managed. 

      Eventually he got back behind the bar. 

      Ellie looked to Major. “You want to go for a walk?” she asked. 

      “With you, always.” He filled a glass with Miller Lite, and slid it to someone at the end of the bar. He wiped his hands on a dish towel. When he stepped back into the sunlight, his gold watch dazzled across his wrist. “Let’s go.”

      
        
        ____________________

      

      

      Ellie slipped her sandals off at the bar and strolled barefoot next to Major. They made their way across the boardwalk to the Norma Jean pier. “Tyler did a great job helping with the restaurant repairs,” he said. “He’s a good man.”

      “Yeah, he is.” 

      “You two—”

      “I think so.”

      “Yeah?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Good.”

      “Major. I’m...sorry about Quinton. I know how much he meant to you.”

      Major was silent for some time, while the water lapped at the pilings beneath them and a gull drifted over. “He was. He’s with his little girl now. He and Katrina are finally together. I’m not sure I’m in a place to talk about it any more than that.” 

      “Okay.”

       “Something else is on your mind,” he said. 

      “Garrett,” she said. “I just can’t believe he…” She couldn’t bring herself to say “betrayal.” It wasn’t the right word. It wasn’t strong enough. She shook her head. “And he hung himself. What a coward.”

      “Yes,” Major spoke slowly. “He was that.” 

      “I didn't know Garrett was a distant cousin to Quinton. Did you?”

      “I’m guessing now that there were several things Quinton never told me. How’s your head?” he asked.

      “Sore. The doctors said I’m not allowed to let anyone try to burn me alive for the next few weeks.” 

      “I’m sorry, kiddo. I’m sorry I couldn’t protect you.” 

      “Major, I—”

      “You know,” he interrupted. “I don’t think I ever told you about the time my grandfather saved my life.”

      “No, I don’t guess you ever did.” 

      He put his hands on the railing and looked out over the water. “I was eight, almost nine years old. At the time, I lived in Minnesota. Bemidji, to be precise. Fall had just turned to winter, and it being my first year there I was aching to get out on the ice.”     

      “My grandfather was a special man. He was tall and wide and would always let me run my fingers through his white beard. I used to call him Santa Claus, and there were times as a young boy I actually thought he might be. On this particular afternoon my grandfather was coming back in from a pheasant hunt. His gun was slung across his back, and three or four birds were hanging from a game strap at his side. He was walking along a snowy trail that hugged the edge of the pond and waved me down. I had skipped out on my chores and had run out to the lake. By the time I saw my grandfather passing by, I had been sliding over the ice with my shoes on for over half an hour. He started to call out to me, but I couldn’t hear from where I was. As I got closer he began making urgent gestures with his arms.”

      “He wanted you off the ice,” Ellie said.

      “I was too stupid to know that. I kept coming closer until I finally heard him saying something about the wind and the trees and the ice. He had been trying to tell me that I was on an area of the pond that had not fully frozen. But I ended up walking farther into it. I stopped when I got close enough to hear him. When I did, the ice cracked. My legs shot down, and it was my arms that kept me from going all the way under.”

      Major ran the flat of his hand across his head. “My grandfather threw off the birds and his gun and ran over to the edge of the pond. He couldn’t get to me from there, so he stomped hard on the ice. His big feet went through like heavy boulders and found the bottom of the pond. He kept that up until he couldn’t get his feet above the ice. But by then I was able to reach for him. He pulled my wrist and I scrambled up out of the water. He grabbed me and started plodding his way back through the water. By this time my teeth were chattering and I couldn’t feel anything below my waist.” Major shook his head. “We weren’t ten feet from the snowy grass when my grandfather yelled out and let me go. I fell into the water but found my footing on the bottom. When I looked back on him, his eyes had grown wide with what was clearly intense pain. He was clutching at his chest and trying to stand up. I watched him helplessly for a full minute before he fell face down in the dark water, dead.” Major paused, his voice now thick with emotion. “I stood chest high in freezing water, pulling on his arm, trying in vain to move him out of the water. I just couldn’t do it. A neighbor who had a cabin down the way finally heard my screams and grabbed him up. I had pneumonia for two weeks after that. Had to miss his funeral.”

      “It that who’s in that old picture over the bar?” she asked quietly. “The picture you won’t ever talk about?”

      “Yes. It is.” 

      “I’m so sorry, Major.”

      “My grandfather saved my life. Somehow, though, I didn’t get the gene. It seems that I’m never able to save those I love.”  

      “You don’t talk about your early years very much. Is that why?”

      A long span elapsed before he answered. “Ellie, sometimes you don’t want to sift through all the sewage to find the gem. Today though, I wanted to.” 

      “I’m glad you wanted to.”

      They started walking again and slowed as they neared a pelican perched on the railing. It eyed them suspiciously and, deciding that they had come close enough, finally took flight toward Monroe Canal, the tips of its wings fluttering in the breeze. Ellie ached to tell Major about her father, but she knew she couldn’t. For now, it was enough that one day, they would all be back together.

      “I’m going to get away for a couple weeks,” Major said. 

      “Didn’t you just go to the Bahamas or something?”

      “Yes, but when you’re my age, you get to go on vacations whenever you want.”

      Ellie’s smile faded as she looked east and saw a thick finger of smoke several miles out. “That must be that mansion in Iona they were talking about on the news,” she said. “That’s a large fire to still be making that much smoke.”

      “Yes...I suppose it is.” He sighed. 

      “Can I ask you a question that may be none of my business?” Ellie asked. 

      “Sure.”

      “I met Kyle Armstrong for the first time at Mango Mania. He and his daughter were working his table.”

      “Yes. She’s a good little ballerina from what I hear.”

      “When I told him I was related to you, he got this look in his eyes.”

      “What kind of look?”

      “Honestly?” She turned to look at her uncle. Their eyes met and held. “Fear.”

      Without pulling his gaze, he said, “I know.”

      “What’s that about?” She looked back over the water. A pod of dolphins were chasing a school of mullet, competing with greedy gulls who were following hungrily overhead. 

      He continued a leisurely pace. “You’ll have to keep it between us.”

      “All right.”

      “Kyle borrowed a fair amount of money from me to move his operation to another level. Between you and me he was over-leveraged and couldn’t get the banks to relax. I thought his business was in a strong enough spot to loan him the money, but I had to do so at a fairly steep interest rate. It made things harder on him than I thought it would.”

      “So,” Ellie said, “my uncle is a loan shark.” She laughed. “‘You pay me the vig, Kyle.’ Is that how it was?”

      “Not quite. I think he was scared I would call the loan due. It was really weighing him down. After reviewing his financials I told him I could cancel the loan if we became percentage partners. With his new handicap and our combined business acumen, I think we can take this rodeo to the next town over. He’ll still maintain the lion’s percentage, but I think it will work well.” 

      “You’re a good man, Warren Hall.”

      He shrugged.

      “Gloria’s right, you know. You should think about letting your hair grow. It would suit you. Maybe a hat too.” She stepped back and eyed him. “A fedora perhaps. Dad used to wear a white one in his off hours, remember? That one with the black band.”

      He smiled fondly. “I do remember that.” 

      And one day, she thought, we’ll all see him wear it again. “I hope things settle down for a while,” she said aloud. “I could use a break.” Especially from people trying to kill me. 

      Major wrapped a protective arm across her shoulders. “I think they will, kiddo.” He leaned over and kissed the top of her head, then looked back to the smoke billowing out in the distance. “I think they will.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Epilogue

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        One Week Later

        Somewhere in the Lesser Antilles 

      

      

      The rum was good. But not as good as Kyle Armstrong’s. That stuff slid down your throat like liquid glass, warmed your insides like grandma’s homemade apple cider. He set the glass down. It hit the wooden bartop with a gentle thump.  

      His bare feet punched into the sand as he walked away from the tiki hut. 

      The beach was empty today. A vacant shore forming the contours of a bare and lonely paradise. 

      “Hey, mister! You left your hat!”

      He turned, looked at the fedora. The white fedora with the black band. He locked his eyes on it and stared, almost longingly. He sighed, shook his head at the bartender, and jammed his hands in his pockets before continuing to walk away. 

      A line from John Milton crossed his thoughts. From Paradise Lost, he was fairly certain: “Long is the way and hard, that out of Hell leads up to light.”

      He’d left the hat behind. 

      And all that it represented. 

      It was right, letting it go. Letting it all go. 

      His way ahead now led only to the light. 

      

      
        
        THE END

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Leave a Review

          

        

      

    

    
      I hope you enjoyed the first 4 books of the Ellie O’Conner Suspense Series as much as I enjoyed writing them.

      As a self-published, author reviews truly help to get my books in front of other potential readers. If you enjoyed these books, you can leave a review for the boxset on the book’s sales page on Amazon, right HERE.

      Thanks so much.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Get Notified

          

        

      

    

    
      SIGN UP to Jack’s VIP reader group to be notified as soon as new titles are released, where subscribers have the opportunity to get new releases for just 99 cents.

      

      https://jackhardin.lpages.co/vip/

      

      Follow Jack on Facebook and tap “Like” when you get there:

      

      jack.w.hardin00@gmail.com

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Breakwater

          

        

      

    

    
      Ellie, Major, Tyler, Fu, Gloria, and Citrus return in Breakwater, the first standalone in the series. It’s available now. Tap the link or the image below to start reading now.
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      Also available are two TEAM 99 novellas (70-ish pages each) that feature  missions Ellie was sent on during her time with TEAM 99 and the CIA. You can get them there HERE.
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