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      Silent Ripple occurs three years prior to Broken Stern, after Ellie transitioned out of TEAM 99, and prior to her time in Afghanistan.

      For those of you who are anxiously waiting Book 4 in the Pine Island Coast series, know I that wrote Silent Ripple at the beginning of this year, so I did not take time away from Vacant Shore to write it.

      Silent Ripple, as a novella, is short—about 17K words—enjoy!
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      The cold burned her fingertips. Ellie O’Conner stood on the edge of the dock and tossed her father another bag of ice. He swiveled and chucked it into the ice chest. “That’s the last,” she said. “You should be good to go.”

      The lip of the ice chest landed with a soft thud as Frank O’Conner shut it. He looked around the small bow of the 237 CC Cobia where six ice chests, all filled with frozen hamburger patties, fresh shrimp, and conch fritters, sat nestled together. “I think we are,” he said. “Your uncle should have the drinks over there by now, and Sheriff Gaines is bringing all the buns and utensils.”

      “The Judge still thinks I’m bringing him out to Sanibel for a goodbye drink?” she asked.

      “Unless someone spilled the beans.”

      “He’s going to hate it, you know.”

      Frank O'Conner adjusted his white fedora and smiled at his daughter. His hair had grayed considerably over the last few years, and as the evening sunlight caught the short strands they sparkled like coarse spiderwebs. “Sure he will. But he wouldn’t come if he knew.”

      Judge Allen Stanton had sat on Florida’s Twentieth Judicial Circuit court for the last thirty years, having been elected to five consecutive terms, six years each. Last year, after his beloved Martha passed, he opted out of a final run at the bench and stepped down. It took the community by surprise, but there was no one who didn’t understand. He was now in his late seventies and had put in his time. The man had a spine of steel and a character to match and would go down as a judge for the ages. His brilliant mind and gritty manner meant that he couldn't be bought or swayed to go beyond what was right; something that was harder to find on the bench these days. That made him a breed of his own; a breed slowing going the way of the Calusa Indians that lived on the Island a few hundred years ago. Ellie would always remember the Judge as the man who, twenty-five years ago, had helped to shut down big business from coming in and building concrete condos a football field into the sky. The Judge had worked tirelessly with Gene Boyd and, later, Phil Buchanan to establish meaningful restrictions on runaway development. At the time she had only been nine or ten years old, but the big business he worked against made statewide news and, for a short season, was all the locals seemed to talk about. Bowden & Donahue, a development firm with over two billion dollars in land acquisition, had brought in their New York lawyers and tried to muscle their greedy hands into what they saw as the future of tourism. After the ruling against them came down and their appeal was quashed, their CEO -  a short balding man that local artists had fun depicting in satirical editorial cartoons - was removed, and the man they brought in to run the show steadily, through a series of mishaps and mishandlings, ran the entire company aground. Today, Bowden & Donahue no longer existed. Eight years ago a big wall street firm had bought up their skeletal remains simply to get in quick with their preferred and premium Manhattan office space.

      Judge Stanton now spent most of his time between fishing and serving the community with Ellie’s uncle Warren through the local Rotary Club chapter, where he was the current board chairman. Even in his older age, Judge Stanton was committed to giving back to the community he had called home for more than five decades. He had grown up on a cotton farm in south Alabama, missing an enlistment into World War II by four years. After high school, in the early fifties, he was accepted into the College of Law at the University of Florida in Gainesville. With his diploma in hand, he then moved to Lee County as a family lawyer and quickly garnished a reputation as an advocate for family values. His first decade saw him give thousands of hours to pro bono cases fighting for the underprivileged and disenfranchised. In the middle of his second decade, he ran for an empty bench on the circuit court and won by a landslide.

      While he quickly came to be known for steely verdicts, Judge Stanton had always been disarmingly genial. He was easy to love, and, after speaking with him for just a few minutes, you left wanting to be his friend. Now that he had stepped down and left almost half a century of selfless service behind him, the community had come together and planned a party for him on Sanibel Island as a way to express their love for him. Sanibel had been chosen over Pine Island as he had proposed to Martha fifty-two years ago at the base of the lighthouse, long before it was made inaccessible to the general public. He and Martha would boat out there and go for walks on the island’s sugar-sand beaches, their clasped, aged hands a testament of the selfless love that bound them together.

      Ellie had planned a night out with the Judge and told him she wanted to take him out for a drink before she left for Afghanistan. Everyone knew Judge Stanton would hate the idea of a party in his honor, but they loved him too much to care. “You sure you don’t want to go get him?” Ellie asked her father.

      “No, you go on ahead. He’s always liked you, Ellie. It will give you both a chance to talk. You’re leaving tomorrow, and he might not be around for much longer, you know.” Frank set his eyes on his daughter. He stared.

      She smiled, feeling self-conscious, a feeling that was unsettling for a confident person such as herself. “What?”

      Frank got behind the wheel and shrugged. “I’m going to miss you, Ellie. Having you back has been like ice in a glass of lukewarm summer tea. I wish you could stay, but I don’t want to keep you from doing what you need to do. I’m going to miss you. That’s all.”

      Ellie had spent the last six years as a member of a seven-person Black Ops team, traversing the globe for the CIA; eliminating threats to national security and watching them fall to the ground or run back into the shadows. The team had been disbanded five months ago, and Ellie had found herself at a crossroads. Retire or transition. She was only thirty-two, and right now she didn’t feel like the like proper age for stepping out of her service with the CIA. Going forward, her work would be vastly different from what she had known for almost eight years; nearly two years of training and six in the field. She was transitioning from an assassin to handling an asset, which was like going from a charter boat captain to a lead guide on an expedition to the North Pole. There was just no real-world comparison.

      In moments of honesty, she was jaded. Someone, and Ellie had no idea who, had slipped her intel on a target she was supposed to eliminate in Saint Petersburg five months ago. The documents indicated that many of her targets over the last several years had been less of a threat to her beloved country and more of a concern to someone's political career. She had come to terms with the reality that she had, at some level, been used - a piece in someone else’s geopolitical board game.

      After deciding to stay with the Agency in a role that she knew would allow her to make a clear difference, she had been given eight weeks of vacation before her scheduled stint in Afghanistan where she would have to turn a local dentist into an informant against ISIS. Tonight, Ellie’s two months back home with her family would come to an end. She had spent nearly every waking moment with those she loved: her father, sister, niece, and uncle - spending time on the water fishing and scuba diving. The last month had sped by like a pod of hungry dolphins.

      “I’ll miss you too,” she replied. “I really will. Let me get through this tour and see where things end up from there.” Her family was here, and, somehow, that meant more to Ellie now than it ever had before. Everyone she loved was right on this island. And everything: the salt water, tiki huts, mahi, shrimp, and the laid-back lifestyle of a sleepy island that was trying hard not to keep up with the burgeoning world around it. She was leaving it all again, and half of her didn’t even know why.

      The sun began its slow descent into the western waters of the Gulf. Warm rays of golden light fell on Ellie, making her naturally tanned skin and blonde hair glow. Her father’s phone buzzed, and he removed it from his shorts pocket. “Major just texted and said he’s there with the drinks. They should be all set up in an hour. It will take you about a half hour to drive the Judge’s boat to Sanibel from his place, so you’d better get moving.”

      “Okay,” she said, and her father turned on the Cobia’s Yamaha F250 outboard engine. “I’ll see you over there.” Frank winked at his oldest daughter. “I’m glad you’re here to be part of all this,” he said.

      “Me too.” She untied the bow line while he unwrapped the stern line from the dock cleat. Ellie smiled as she watched her father drive away in the boat and then walked back up the dock toward the Salty Mangrove. Little Sammy Mitchell sat on a barstool with his back toward her, playing a game on her phone. His father was a mechanic at the marina, and Sam often hung around while his father was working. Ellie had offered him her phone earlier in hopes it might relieve some of his apparent boredom.

      “Hi, Sammy. Are you about done, big guy? I need to get going.”

      He nodded but didn’t look up. “Almost,” he said, jutting his tongue out as he concentrated. “Yes! I got a Sugar Crush. That means I get to move to the next level.” He tapped the glass one more time then handed the phone to her.

      Ellie rubbed the top of his head. “You’re pretty good at that, aren't you?”

      “I am. Better than my Pops,” he giggled.

      Ellie said goodbye to the boy and started down the boardwalk into the small crushed shell parking lot that sat along the eastern edge of Monroe Canal. She slid into her father’s El Camino, started the engine, and drove north on Oleander until it turned into Stringfellow Road, heading north towards the center of the island. She cranked down the window, and the sea breeze immediately picked up strands of her honey-blonde hair, tossing them around her neck. It was a perfect evening, and the humid, salty air brought back disrupting doubts about leaving again. Ellie was good at what she did, and a part of her never wanted to leave it. Serving with the Agency meant doing much good for her country, and, after her family, there was nothing Ellie loved more. In a post-Cold War, post-9/11 world, counterterrorism and national defense weaved a more delicate and sensitive web than ever before. While she was but a very small strand in that very large web, she had played her part well and was filled with anticipation of new challenges she would face in Kabul.

      But the other side of her needed what South Florida willingly and bountifully provided. Easy living removed from the tensions of geopolitical drama, tropical fishing, fresh seafood, and a tight-knit community that looked out for each other. Virtually all the shop and store owners that had been around when Ellie was a young girl were still here. About the only thing that had changed was the color of their hair and slower pace at which they moved.

      Ellie brought the vehicle to a stop at the Town Center intersection and turned east onto Pine Island Road. Judge Stanton lived in a reclusive, unsettled area of the island, and getting there involved turning south halfway to Matlacha. From there it was another mile-and-a-half to the house that had been built in the 1940s on reclaimed wetlands, soon after the country began recovering from the Depression and the Second World War. Only five homes existed in this area within two squares miles. The government had shut down development due to the high costs involved in the reclamation and the funds forecasted for upkeep and maintenance. Much of the private land was donated in early 1970s to be designated as a nature conservatory. The Judge’s house had fared well over the years and stood as strong as any other home on the island, a testament to better building practices of years now long past.

      Ellie turned into the Judge’s driveway and began the quarter-mile drive to the house. A combination of oak, pine, and palm trees stood like soldiers at attention, welcoming her. The tires crunched over the gravel driveway and slowed to a stop as Ellie pressed the brake.

      His home was a regal plantation style with four wide columns at the front, green vines encircling three of them. A wide veranda wrapped around the entire circumference of the home, and healthy ferns hung over the handrail. The wide front steps were made of old red brick now flaking from age, and a large oak tree sat in front of the house to the left of the front steps, boasting as many years and as much character as the Judge himself. Ellie had been here many times in her youth, and the place held as much charm for her now as it did back then.

      The gravel driveway was hedged in with slate stones from which snaked a narrow walkway to the front steps thirty feet away. An old black Saturn sat in front of the house next to the Judge’s white F150 King Ranch. The car was missing a rear hubcap, and the bumper was cracked like someone had rear-ended it more than once. Ellie pulled up next to the car, and she noted the Kentucky license plate. Judge Stanton had a couple grown stepchildren - Martha had brought two girls into their marriage; one a toddler, the other an infant - and he now had several grown grandchildren who lived in other states. Maybe one of them had gotten word and come down for the celebration.

      Ellie walked up the steps and onto the veranda - painted in a light gray. The front door was a heavy oak. It was open, and a screen door on a thick wooden frame kept her from walking straight in. Ellie stepped up, brought her hand back to knock, and paused.

      A loud, gruff voice sounded from the back of the house. It was angry, and Ellie knew it too deep to belong to the Judge. Leaning in, she peered through the screen. The home was spacious; the walls, floors, arches, and stairs were all of dark stained wood. Quarter-sawn oak floors and wainscoted walls ran throughout the bottom floor, and the walls were painted a dark green. Straining her eyes against the lack of light, they finally came to rest on the silhouette of the Judge at the back of the house sitting in a metal folding chair. She couldn’t see him well; the front half of his body was cut off from her view by the dining room wall. But her instincts told her something was off. His body was slumped, his hands behind the lower part of the chair, not resting naturally. Ellie couldn’t make out whether or not they were tied. She guessed that they were.

      The voice got louder. Ellie got a quick glimpse of the voice’s owner as it walked in front of the Judge and then slipped from view. It belonged to a tall, burly man with a thick, brown beard and heavy arms. Blue overalls sat loosely over a huge body made of little muscle and much fat. “You’re lying, old man. You’re lying to me. I didn’t escape the prison you put me into and come down here just to play games. Save me some time, and it will go easier for you.”

      The hair on the back of Ellie’s neck stood up. She slid her body out of the doorway and kept her ear against the side of the door frame. The Judge was of average frame; a bit under six feet, more on the slender side than not, and at his age wouldn’t easily get away from a man the size of Mr. Overalls.

      “You’ve been listening to the wrong people.” The Judge’s voice was weak. Weak, but calm.

      “Donny’s down checking your boathouse. If he finds something down there, it’s not going to go well for you.” A deep chuckle followed. “Who am I kidding? It’s not going to fare well for you anyway.”

      The boathouse? Ellie stepped back and looked down the length of the porch. The house sat thirty or forty yards from the edge of the water, on a small, built-up hill, not higher than twenty feet above the water. The Judge had his own dock that quickly led to a boathouse containing a thirty-foot Contender and a Carolina Skiff. Ellie ducked beneath the window sills and quietly made her way down the porch. Peering around the corner, she looked down the open yard and squinted at the boathouse which was partially obscured by a cluster of healthy mangroves growing out of the water's edge. Her eyes narrowed when she heard the boathouse door slam shut. A moment later a tall, lanky man emerged and walked up the short dock and into the well-trimmed grass, heading back to the house. Ellie relaxed when she saw him taper his direction towards the rear of the house, away from the front porch.

      To get back to the front door, she repeated her cautious movements from earlier and then pressed her ear to the side of the door. She heard the back door open and slam shut.

      “I didn’t find nothing.”

      “Where’d you look?”

      “Everywhere, man. There wasn’t a lot to look in. Couple boats, couple coolers, some cabinets. I don’t think it’d be out there anyway. This house is huge. It’s bound to be in here. Why would he keep it out at the boathouse?”

      Ellie peered back through the screen, intentionally keeping her body away from the entrance. The large man’s body blocked any view of her old friend. He moved closer to the Judge, and Ellie’s blood ran cold. He was holding a shotgun, the barrel laying on a shoulder. He leaned down and looked his captive in the eye. “We are not going to spend all evening turning your house and property upside down. I’ve already been here twenty minutes longer than I wanted. You need to tell me where’s it hidden.”

      “I told you already, son. I don’t know where that yellow box is. For all I know, Martha gave it to Susan. There’s nothing special about it anyway. Whoever told you that gave you some bad information.”

      “Don’t call me ‘son’. I ain’t your son. You hear me, old man?”

      Ellie’s blood shifted from cold to hot as she watched what happened next. The man removed the shotgun from his arm, and, for a second, it left her field of vision. The next moment the Judge buckled over in his chair. The butt of the gun had been planted forcefully into his stomach. The bonds on his wrists could be seen clearly now as his shoulder dipped and his head sagged as far as his restrained hands would allow.

      Ellie’s hands tingled from the sudden rush of adrenaline. Whoever these men were and whatever they wanted, they were willing to hurt this good man for it. Intimidation was the first step. If they didn’t find what they were searching for on their expected timeline, frustration would be replaced by anger. Anger would lead to more physical harm - maybe even murder. Even if they weren’t killers, at his age it would take the Judge a long time to recover from a broken bone or serious bruising or even internal bleeding. These men - or at least one of them - had just escaped prison; they could be capable of anything.

      Ellie moved away from the door and sat down with her back against the wood siding. Sliding her hands across her shorts, she cursed under her breath. Her phone was in the car. Someone needed to know what was happening. She had to get back to her car, but the small task now required a certain degree of calculation, no longer a casual walk like she had done earlier. Right now, determining how many people had arrived in that Saturn was the first objective. After that, where they were. Next, how to take them out one by one without compromising the safety of the Judge.

      “I’m going for a smoke.”

      Ellie froze.

      “Now’s not the time. We need to find it and get out of here.”

      “Won’t be but a minute.” It was the lanky guy who had come back in from the boathouse. Boot heels hitting the hardwood floor echoed through the expansive house and headed toward the front door. Ellie knew she had six or seven seconds to make it down the steps without being seen. She came to her feet and darted down the red bricks.

      The F150 was the closest vehicle to her, the Saturn next to it, and her father’s El Camino was third. She darted to the far side of the truck and ducked down low underneath the tailgate just as the spring on the screen door creaked open, sounding like a dying raccoon before the door slapped hard back against the frame. Ellie would have to wait to get her phone. Any movement now would agitate the gravel underneath her feet and make her presence known. As it was, the only noise in the air was a light breeze rustling a few dry palm fronds.

      The sound of a flint wheel broke the silence as the man lit up. Ellie heard his boots move lazily across the wood porch and step off onto the first ledge of bricks. The truck was basically pointing at him, and she poked her head out to get another visual. His back was to her, and he was staring up into the wide oak that spread its arms high above him.

      Her breathing was calm - she had been in enough situations like this over the years - and it allowed to her think with clarity. Without a doubt he would notice her car and alert the others. Slowly, she shifted her weight up and over so that she was now crouching. If he noticed her car or came too close, she would take him out. One good kick to the side of his head would do the trick. The only risk would be someone else seeing her. So far Ellie had only seen and heard two men; there could be more, and she had to assume there were.

      A thin cloud of smoke dispersed over the vehicles and into Ellie’s nostrils, and she stifled a slight grin. It wasn’t the cheap, musty smell of a cigarette. It was the sweet, slightly skunky smell of marijuana. Whoever these men were, they were as sloppy as it gets. Who got high during a robbery?

      “Donny, get back in here!” the gruff voice of the big man called out.

      Donny mumbled and tossed his joint - barely smoked - into the yard. He reluctantly walked back, the screen door slamming behind him.

      “Donny! You lock the front door? Donny!”

      “Yeah! I locked it,” he yelled.

      Donny had not locked the front door. He hadn’t even shut it.

      Ellie’s shoulders relaxed. The pothead hadn’t even noticed the additional car that had not been there when he had arrived. She didn’t waste a moment. She twisted around and, staying in a crouch, negotiated her way around the back of the El Camino and over to the front door. She pushed in the chrome release button on the handle. The door obediently popped out, and Ellie opened the door just enough to crawl through. She stayed low, set her elbows on the seat, and pushed up. Her phone sat on the passenger side. She grabbed it up and mashed the button on the side.

      Nothing.

      She mashed it again.

      Nothing.

      It was dead. Little Sammy had used up her battery playing Candy Crush, and it must have gone into roaming mode when she entered the beautiful nothingness that was Little Pine Island. Ellie quickly scanned through her options. The nearest neighbor was a mile away. She could run there in five minutes and make the phone call, assuming the neighbors were even home. One of these guys was sure to discover her car by then, especially if someone was upstairs poking around. All they would have to do is peer out the window and not be a moron like Donny. Whoever they were, apparently they were intently focused on finding whatever they came here for.

      A few more seconds of mental deliberation, and Ellie decided she couldn’t leave. If the man watching the Judge became more frustrated, he might get rougher on the older man. Being gone for over ten minutes was a long time. The big guy was already showing signs of violence. Ellie’s jaw tensed as she thought about the way these thugs were treating her friend. This needed to end. It needed to end quickly.

      Reaching further out to the glove box, she turned the release and quickly looked inside to find it absent of her father’s concealed carry Glock 19. She quickly fell under both the seats and peered into the slim center console. He must have it on him, she thought. No phone; no gun.

      She was going to have to find a way to stop all this herself.

      Ellie slid backward off the seat, out of the car, and brought the door to rest back on the lockset. Sliding over it she pressed her back hard into the car, and the door shut with a quiet click.

      A better look inside the kitchen was the top priority. From the proper position, she would be able to hear more of the conversation - or interrogation - and hopefully start working out how many people were in there. Trying to stay low, Ellie crab walked a few paces to the rear of the car and then came to the balls of her feet before ducking and moving back to the cover the F150’s tail. From this position she was perfectly diagonal to the front right corner of the house. The floorboards of the veranda began a good six feet off the ground; the underside of the home was concealed with lattice painted gray to match the home.

      She crouched and craned her neck, looking up at the second story windows. They were dark, and the curtains were open, but she saw no one peering out. Looking around one last time and with her senses on high alert, Ellie shot towards the house and pulled up when she reached the cover of the lattice, well below and out of view of the first story windows. She worked her way down the length of the home, stopped when she reached the rear back corner, and listened. Nothing. She turned left and thirty feet later came face to face with the backyard steps which were mirrored after the red bricks at the front. Ellie bit her bottom lip and worked through her options. She could crawl along the bottom of the steps and shoot back towards the lattice once she had crossed them. But that would run the risk of someone coming out the back door unexpectedly and wouldn’t leave her in a position to retaliate quickly. It would also leave her clearly visible from anyone near an upstairs window. At least one of them had a weapon, and she wasn’t about to become target practice.

      The next possibility was to pry away some of the lattices and get underneath the house. The downside being the risk of any noise and the added dilemma of what would have to be done once she was on the other side of the steps, which is where the kitchen was and where the Judge was being held a prisoner in his own house. Deciding that the latter option was her best bet, Ellie edged up to the wall of descending red brick steps and began stuffing her fingers through the vines hanging on the lattice. She tugged on the wood every few inches and stopped when she felt a give. She pulled again and felt it release off a small brad nail. Another tug, another pop. The second was louder; she stopped and listened. Nothing. Probably because the big man in the kitchen was yelling again, which injected another dose of motivation for Ellie to work faster. Another minute and she had worked enough of the thin wood loose to fit her body through. Prying the lattice back, she squatted and dipped her head and shoulders, snaking an arm through. Using her free hand, she pushed the lattice away from her body and slipped a leg, her other arm, and the rest of her body through.

      The smell of musty dirt hit her immediately, and she squinted to see clearly in a space that blocked out most of the fading sunlight. Thick wooden support beams ran across the top of her head, and spider webs, both old and new, hung in almost every nook.

      She ducked and moved past the steps and stopped when she heard the big man’s voice again. It boomed through the floorboards, and the actual words, though muffled, could be heard.

      “I’ve got all night, old man. I like your house much better than the federal penitentiary in the Bluegrass State, so I wouldn’t mind staying the night if needed. Coppers won’t be looking for us down here anyway. But I really don’t want to have to stay the night, and I don’t think you want me to either. So, just help me out, and we can be - ”

      Another voice from further away - maybe upstairs. Not loud enough for the words to be clear to someone hiding underneath the house.

      “Alright! Fine. I’ll be right up.”

      A few seconds later the floor creaked above her, and the man’s heavy legs could be heard pounding up the inside staircase.

      Ellie immediately moved to the other side of the stairs, pushed hard on the lattice until a small portion at the top gave way. She looked around and, seeing no one, decided this was as good a time as any to get onto the porch above. Less careful of the noise now, she pushed harder on the lattice, and the rest of the flimsy panel gave way quickly, breaking out into the open air. She threw her leg out and lurched forward, almost yelling out as a stab of pain shot through her thigh. She moved out from under the house, grabbed her leg, and looked down. A thick, bright bead of blood was running down her smooth, tanned leg. Behind it a small nail poked out from the lattice, the sharp tip covered with her blood. Ellie bit down on her bottom lip, partly from the pain and partially out of frustration that she had been so careless. The wound wasn’t deep but was bleeding generously out of a three-inch scratch that had clearly penetrated the second layer of skin. Her training over the years had taught to her use the adrenaline caused by pain as a means forward, not an excuse to stand still. It might only be a scratch, but her thigh still felt like it was on fire. Ellie pushed it to the back of her mind and moved around the stairs, shooting up them with stealth and ease. She paused with her ear against the house and out of a direct line of sight for anyone who might chance to look out the back door or window. Now she had to see if the Judge was still where she had seen him last and if he was alone. He needed to know Ellie was here. If he could see a clock he must be sitting in some kind of hope that she would be here soon to pick him up. Knowing he had an ally here could make all the difference to his spirit and how he reacted to this craziness.

      Ellie still didn’t know how many were inside, if there were any left outside, and where they were in the house. From what she had heard in her brief time underneath the house at least two men were upstairs for the moment. That wouldn’t last long. She had to get eyes on the Judge.

      Hugging the edge of the large window that looked into the kitchen, Ellie leaned her neck forward just enough to see inside. The Judge was alone, and his hands were still wrapped behind the wooden chair. His shoulders were slumped, his white cornsilk hair hung down over his face, and his chin rested on his chest. Anger welled up within her. What kind of people terrorized a gentle, old man?

      She flicked a finger toward the glass and hit it twice with the back of her nail. Tap. Tap.

      He didn’t move, and she tried again. Tap. Tap.

      He groaned, shifted, but still didn’t look up.

      Tap. TAP.

      The Judge’s head rose slowly, and he groggily looked toward the window. His face was drained of all color, and his breathing was shallow. Ellie moved her head further down in an attempt to catch his eye with hers. He was looking her direction but making no mental connections. Lifting a hand, she quickly waved just a few inches from the bottom edge of the window.

      He squinted and looked closer. Ellie repeated the motion and moved her face where her hand had been. The Judge’s eyes widened as they met hers, but his expression told her he still couldn't see who she was. She quickly looked through the window and took in as much of the house as she could. No one appeared to be in the area. She stood, keeping most of her body out of the window, and brought her face to rest right near the glass.

      The most respected man in Lee County smiled weakly when he noted who was trying to get his attention. He nodded at her, silently telling her that he understood. She pointed toward the staircase and mouthed, “How many?”

      His shoulders lifted, and he sat up straighter, focused harder. Ellie tried it again, and he nodded like he understood. She lifted a finger. He shook his head. Ellie knew there were at least two but starting with one would keep them both on the same page. She lifted another finger. No. Another. No.

      Four? Yes.

      So there were four men rummaging through his home, looking for God knows what. She nodded at him and mouthed, “Hang on, okay? I’m going to help.”

      The Judge pursed his lips, and his usually perfectly parted silver hair fell weakly over his forehead as he shook it commandingly. He didn’t want her getting involved. Ellie loved this man, loved his grandfatherly protection. She was fully capable of handling four rednecks, one of which was at least mildly high.

      She winked at him through the glass, respectfully telling him that there was no way she was backing down. His face drew taught, and he looked like he was going to try and say something else when a rhythmic thud came from the center of the home: the big man coming down the stairs.

      She was going to stop this craziness and quickly. By the sound of it, the man was halfway down the stairs now. Ellie moved to the back entrance, pulled back the screen door, and tried the handle. It gave. Without a moment's hesitation, she slipped inside and quietly shut it behind her. Thankfully, there was no spring on the rear screen. Ideally, she could have ensured that no one was in the living room opposite the kitchen. But this would most likely be the best chance to get inside. Turning, she looked at the Judge who was less than fifteen feet from her. His eyes were still wide, and he kept throwing his head around trying to tell her to go back outside. The house had wide, open doorways which made it easy to see into the next room or down the entire length of the house to the front door. Ellie quietly and swiftly slipped into the living room and slid behind a corner wall just before the big man’s feet hit the bottom floor and walked past where she had just been.

      He walked back into the kitchen and stopped near the table. He ran a thumb down the inside of his overalls strap and looked down at the Judge, towering over him. “Hey, old man. We can’t find what we came for. If you don’t start talking soon, I’m going to have to start prying off fingers or removing toes. Something.” The shotgun barrel was still resting on his shoulder.

      Ellie could get the guy right now. His back was to her, and she had the advantage of surprise. But first, she needed to assess where everyone else was. There were four, and she had only seen two of them. Knowing how the others were built would be key to taking them down quickly. This guy - the big one - would need a good hit to the back of the head. Anything less and Ellie ran the risk of hand to hand. With him being as large as he was, it wasn’t her first choice. He would be harder to choke out, find a pressure point, or just plain hurt.

      The Judge’s body was sagging again just as it was when Ellie saw him through the window. “You’re riding up the wrong river, Kevin. I’ve already told you that.”

      “But I don’t believe you. I just don’t believe you. So we are going to find it, and when we do someone is going to be mighty upset that you just didn’t hand it over.” The Judge slowly lifted his head and looked behind his captor. Ellie’s eyes were poking around the door frame. She nodded at him, reassuring him.

      Several thumps and scrapes came from upstairs. Furniture being shoved around.

      Kevin, the gun still over his shoulder, turned toward the kitchen window and looked out. The gray hue of dusk was starting to permeate the air like a painter had rubbed lead softly against it. By now everyone would be assembled on Sanibel; Edison lights hung, drinks mixed, music playing, all waiting for Ellie to arrive with the man of the hour. It would be at least another half hour before anyone thought to check up on them, another thirty beyond that for someone to get out here. Even if she ended this now, the Judge would most likely need a visit to the hospital. If taking a rifle butt to the stomach was all he had endured, at his age it could have easily fractured a rib or caused internal bleeding.

      Ellie took a moment and surveyed the living room she was hiding in. Clearly, they had already been here. Leather couch pillows were on the floor, the cowhide throw rug was flipped up in two corners and table drawers left open, Martha’s old Southern Living magazines that the old man couldn't yet bear to throw away scattered across half the room.

      Ellie hugged the door frame and poked her head down the hall. The greatest danger would be walking around the minefield that was the hardwood floor. Martha had been a meticulous housekeeper, and her floors had been given the proper attention over the years, but they were still old and creaked against the subfloor in certain areas.

      Ellie possessed the advantage over these unwanted men of knowing the inside of this house well. Growing up, she had many dinners with Martha and Allen Stanton, alongside her sister and father. Her father and the Judge would play chess in the living room while Martha fed the girls dessert and then let them watch VHS tapes of Andy Griffith or The Beverly Hillbillies. Ellie and Katie played hide and seek for hours in this place, and she knew every crack and cranny. The only place they were never allowed to enter was the Judge’s office at the front of the house.

      She looked back into the kitchen one last time. Kevin, as the Judge had called him, was still standing at the table now flipping through a magazine. Probably one of the Judge’s fishing magazines if she cared to guess. She didn’t care to guess and slipped quietly down the wide hallway. Moving swiftly past the staircase on her right, Ellie turned into the formal sitting room. The space had never really been used and spoke loudly of the antebellum proclivities that brought it into existence. A couch lined with pink velvet accompanied by three matching chairs sat around a large brick fireplace - one of three in the home. Ellie had never seen them in use and even as a little girl thought it strange to see such fireplaces in Florida. They contributed a sense of strength to the home, which was certainly the original intent. Stopping just inside the doorway, she listened again. The thumping was still in full swing upstairs, and it fueled the anger already burning inside her. These clowns were going to pay for disrespecting the most respectable man in the county.

      A creak came from the top of the stairs. There was no landing - they went straight up to the next floor. Someone was walking down. Ellie pulled back into the doorway and waited. Whoever it was was taking their time. A large clay planter acting the womb of a small palm sat behind her. Ellie stepped behind it and crouched down. Feet hit the hardwood near the sitting room, and she waited. The tired creaks of the floorboards moved in the opposite direction towards the kitchen. Ellie stood up and moved back to the door.

      “I need a drink.”

      “Dale. What the hell, man! Unless you found it, you’d best get back out there.”

      “I said I need a drink. You got a beer, old man?”

      Ellie heard the sucking sound of the refrigerator door give way. Bottles clinked, things shifted.

      “Bingo. Coors. Not a bad choice, old man.”

      The door shut followed by the opening of the bottle and the tinkling sound of the aluminum cap as it hit the countertop before bouncing to the floor.

      This was the best chance she was going to get. Careful where she stepped, Ellie walked to the bottom of the stairs and began her ascent, keeping her eyes toward the kitchen until it disappeared from view. She put her hand on the rail and pushed hard, trying to relieve some of her weight from the steps in hopes they wouldn’t creak. Halfway up she stopped and looked back, made sure Dale wasn’t coming back up. He seemed to be enjoying his beer in the kitchen for the moment.

      Ellie set her foot on the next step and shifted her weight to it. It was apparently on her side and remained quiet. The best way to do this was going to be quickly. A guest room was off the top of the staircase to the right. From where the shuffling noise had been coming from, at least one man was over the living room towards the back of the house, which meant she may not have to worry about bumping into someone as soon as she reached the top. Waiting, she listened, making sure no one was coming toward the stairs, and made a dash for it. The next two steps took the bulk of her weight as she pushed off hard to gather momentum. The next seven she only grazed, and it was the very last step that betrayed her, squealing under the pressure of her weight. Ellie dashed into the guest room, her chest heaving from the burst of energy and blood rushing through her inner ears. She leaned her head forward and strained to listen. No one seemed to notice the noise on the staircase. They were either making too much noise rummaging around or they thought it was one of their own. No one called up from below.

      Ellie steadied her breathing and cautiously moved out of the room, looked left down the staircase to make sure no one was on their way back up, and walked quickly down the hall. If she remembered correctly, there were four bedrooms upstairs, two full baths, a large game room, and another study. She passed another bedroom and stopped at the intersection of the rear hallway. The men’s voices up here were still a mumble. They were in the game room sifting through drawers that lined one of the walls. The study was next to that, and it was where Ellie wanted to be. She turned left where the hall dead-ended and moved fast. The game room was at the end, the study on the right. She slid into the latter and crouched down.

      “This is a waste of time,” a man said.

      “Yeah. I don’t know what he was thinkin’, making us look like this. This place is huge, man. We could be here all night.”

      “Well, I’m not. If we don’t find it in the next little while, I’m out. I’ll walk right back up that road we came in at, steal a boat in Matlacha, and the Feds won’t never see me again. Well, maybe on a CCTV comin’ out of a bank with a heavy duffle bag.”

      “Just take one of the old man’s boats.”

      “No way. When they find out about someone being here, they’ll be all over this place. If one of his boats are gone, they’ll have every last person with a badge looking for it.”

      “Good point.”

      “I know it’s a good point. That’s why I said it.”

      Ellie’s primary concern remained to keep her friend as safe as possible. That meant taking these men out quickly once they knew she was here. Thankfully she had the gift of surprise on her side.

      A look into the game room was crucial. Ellie needed to see how these men were built as well as the layout of the room. She hadn’t been in there in years. Holding her breath, she peeked around the corner. The room was as she remembered. A pool table covered in blue felt sat in the middle, a large window looking into the backyard beyond it. A large wall unit lined the wall next to the room Ellie was in. Two men were rifling through the drawers. One of them was well over six feet, still wearing his blue prison-issued jumpsuit. His counterpart was a couple inches shorter, wore black jeans and a white t-shirt with the sleeves cut off. She couldn’t tell if either of them had a weapon.

      She waited until she was sure their eyes were buried in a drawer and shot from the study around the pool table to the opposite wall where the cue sticks stood in their rack on the wall. Lifting one from the rack, she turned to face the men fifteen feet from her on the other side of the table. They heard the noise of the cue stick being lifted off the wall, turned, and their eyes bugged out.

      “What the hell…” the shorter one said.

      The one in the blue jumpsuit let out a low, quiet whistle. “Look at you, honey. Where you been hiding?” His eyes turned hungry; he licked his lips, then laughed. “What are you gonna do with that? You’re gonna to get yourself hurt now. Come on over here a minute.”

      Ellie gripped the cue stick with a looseness that testified to her confidence and walked around the pool table.

      “Now, honey, you won’t need that. What are you doi - ”

      The thin, polished piece of wood in Ellie’s hand landed hard on the man’s cheekbone, sending him sprawling into the wall unit behind him.

      The other man scowled and stepped toward Ellie, but she moved back and shot her foot up into his stomach. He grunted and leaned over in pain. Ellie dropped the cue stick, took a grip on the man’s short hair, stepped to the side, and threw her arms forward towards the pool table. The man’s head crashed into the walnut side with all his weight behind it. His body crumpled to the floor, motionless.

      The guy she had hit in the face was now back on his feet, cursing at her, rubbing his cheek.

      Someone was calling from downstairs. The voice was too far away for everything to come up. “...on up there?”

      She would have to hurry. The man stepped closer to her. His hands were now fists and held up in front of him. Ellie took two steps back. She remembered this table. The balls didn’t go into it but rested in the leather pockets after they were sunk. She flicked her eyes down and took stock of what pockets held the balls. The inside of three pockets could be seen from where she was standing, and the one closest to her held two balls, enough to get things started.

      The man looked down at his friend lying at his feet and returned his gaze to Ellie in a fiery rage. “I’m gonna kill you.”

      She smiled, taunting him, bent her knees slightly, and moved her weight to the balls of her feet. “Well, come on with it then.”

      His unruly smile revealed teeth that may not have seen a toothbrush since he’d been in prison, which may have been since his teeth came in. As soon as he took a step to walk around the table, Ellie snatched two balls from the pocket nearest to her, brought her hand back, and released the projectile with all the speed and finesse she could muster.

      It was perfect. The ball found its home dead center on his left eye. He screamed out in pain and held his eye. Ellie hurled the other ball at his midsection and heard the thud of the impact just before he screamed again. With any luck, he now had a broken rib. Ellie moved to the corner of the table to gather fresh ammunition. Yelling, the man bent down, came up with the yellow striped nine ball, and hurled it at his female assailant. Ellie pivoted on her heels and leaned back, and the hardened ball of resin went crashing into the large mirror hanging on the wall beyond.

      Between the screams and the crash, it would now be less than fifteen seconds before someone else would be in this room, most certainly with a gun.

      This had to end now. If not, she ran the risk of this guy still being on his feet when someone else arrived. The man now had one hand on the table, the other still over his eye, and he was breathing hard and keeping his good eye trained on her. Ellie moved to the right, fished her hand into the corner pocket, and came out with the cue ball. She stepped out and was now on his side of the table. He curled his hands back into fists and held them out in front of his chest like he expected to fight her. His left eye was red and beginning to swell. The eyelid dropped down, eliminating his vision from that side of his face. She faced him and tightened her grip on the ball, spun to her left, and brought her body into a complete circle while keeping her right hand extended. The cue ball found its mark and crashed into his temple. The force of the impact sent him sprawling across the floor. He lay there with his right leg unnaturally twisted beneath him. He didn’t move.

      A loud creak came from the top of the steps. Ellie jumped over the unconscious body of her last assailant and stopped at the window. She flipped open the lock sitting on top of the painted wooden window frame, lifted it, and stuck her head out, looking out and down. No vines grew on this part of the house, but a rain downspout hugged the edge of the window frame. She stuck a leg out of the window and straddled the threshold. Reaching out, she grabbed the downspout and tugged, testing its weight. It gave a little, but not much. It would have to do.

      Ellie brought her full weight back onto the window frame, pressed her hands down into it, and brought her other leg out. Feet could be heard running down the hallway. She reached for the gutter and, as her body slid out of the window, wrapped both hands tightly around it. Immediately a screw popped from the house’s siding, and the gutter shifted an inch. Ellie's muscles tensed, and she hugged it tightly. If the other screw popped, she would be hurled down onto the metal roof of the veranda. It was just far enough away to have eliminated jumping on it straight from the window. Grabbing the siding with the toes of her tennis shoes, she released some weight from the gutter and shimmied down it, coming down onto the roof of the veranda. She moved to the edge and looked down. Any second now someone would appear in the window she had just exited, most likely with a gun pointed right at her. She ran over the roof, the kitchen passing beneath her. She would have to jump off and run as fast as she could to keep from getting whatever was in Kevin’s shotgun buried in her back. Jumping off here was the fastest route to the Judge’s dock which was exactly where she wanted to lure the person chasing her from above. Ellie pushed off hard and jumped, letting gravity take her quickly to the grass below. She rolled forward and came up on her feet, running hard to the waterline at the end of the downward slope. Another large oak was rooted off the kitchen. She ran toward it and passed it, using it as cover while she cleared the next twenty yards down to the boathouse.

      A gunshot rang out, and a couple small branches were torn loose from the oak. The bullet had come from the second-floor window Ellie had exited moments ago. Still running hard she heard the downspout rattle against the side of the house. Whoever was up there was trying to get down the same way she had.

      She kept running, hoping to draw him away from the house, away from the Judge. A panicked yell cut across the yard as the last screw in the downspout released from its moorings, sending the man’s body flying through the air and landing hard on the veranda roof. The cool evening air carried his moan all the way down to the dock where Ellie’s feet hit the wooden slats. The boathouse was another thirty feet away, and, as Ellie kept running, mangroves growing at the edge of the water provided cover against the two men left standing at the house. Ellie reached the boathouse, quickly walked inside, and shut the door. She flicked on the lights and saw the Judge’s toolbox sitting on a workbench. She pulled open a door, shut it. Opened another, shut it. “Come on,” she mumbled. Opened another one, pulled out a screwdriver, and ran back to the light switch. She turned around and quickly familiarized herself with the inside. Judge Stanton had extended it since she had last been here, adding room for one more skiff. She flipped the light off and carefully walked further in while slipping the screwdriver into her pocket. There was nowhere to hide in here. The boats did not have cabins, and everything was open. That left only one option.

      Ellie walked to the far wall opposite the toolbox and sat down, allowing her feet to dangle towards the water. She took a couple long, deep breaths and waited. Twenty seconds later the sound of footsteps was heard on the dock. Ellie brought in one more deep breath, held it, and slid slowly and quietly into the dark water.

      She winced as her body passed beneath the water. The salt mixed with her still fresh wound caused by the lattice nail. For several seconds the seawater felt like lava against the cut, trying to find a way inside her. She grit her teeth, and the feeling slowly diminished until it transformed into a dull, pounding ache in her thigh. Under the water, Ellie felt her way around the underside of the boats. She could hold her breath for nearly four minutes without the need to resurface but needed only half a minute to get back outside. She heard the muffled sound of the boathouse door open and the man taunting her as if he had the upper hand. She kept her eyes shut to keep out the salt water. Opening them wouldn’t help until the man found the light switch, and by then she planned on being out of the boathouse altogether. She swam deep enough to keep her movements from disturbing the water at the surface and estimated how far it was back out of the boathouse.

      Little Pine Island was a good five miles north of where the Caloosahatchee River drained into the Sound, and the mix of freshwater amongst the salt sometimes brought gators along with it. Gators became more active during the spring, as they went searching for a mate, and that season was now several months past. On top of that, there had been a fair amount of rain the past few weeks, giving way to clearer skies only these last couple days, and gators didn’t typically enter brackish waters when the fresh waters levels were as high as they were now. Still, she would have to take her chances, very slim by her accounting. Slipping into the water like this in the Everglades would be a veritable death sentence. Or at least a future with one less appendage.

      While her pursuer felt for the light switch and alternated between cursing and taunting Ellie, a silent ripple of water that had begun its journey when Ellie entered the water ran underneath his feet. It was high tide, and the water lapped at the bottom of the wide boat door of the boathouse, shut now to keep out the elements. Ellie threw her arms out in front of her, pushed the water back, and slowly rose to the surface. She came up exactly where she wanted, underneath the dock and just outside the pedestrian door.

      She was near the water’s edge, but it wasn’t shallow enough to touch the bottom. The door to the boathouse had shut behind the man when he had entered, and she couldn’t make out the words he was saying, only his tone, which slowly moved from confidence to frustration. It took a couple minutes for him to complete his search of the boathouse and determine that Ellie was no longer there. He finally opened the door and stepped out into the near-darkness of the evening. The LED lights from inside illuminated the dock, and streams of light poured through the cracks between the slits. He stopped a few feet outside the door, still speaking to himself under his breath.

      Ellie waited for him to take one step closer to her position, and, when he did, with the swiftness of a snake striking its prey, Ellie pushed off the piling, reached for the outside edge of the dock, and pulled herself out of the water. Her other hand held the screwdriver, and, before he could take in what was happening, Ellie had begun her descent and plunged the screwdriver into the top of his foot. He howled and reached down with both hands to grab his wound as if holding it would subdue the pain. Ellie grabbed the edge of the dock with both hands, and then reached back up and grabbed the gun from his hand, which was now nestled against his wounded foot. It slid easily out of his grip, and she threw it into the water behind her. He paid no attention to the gun, only the screwdriver sticking out of his body and the face of the lady who had done it.

      Ellie brought her hand up, grabbed a handful of his long dirty hair, and yanked. He tumbled over her, and the dark water below displaced as his body crashed into it. She let go of the boards and positioned her body behind his. He was thrashing around, grunting, still trying to hold his ankle. Ellie slid an arm around his neck and brought her bicep to rest on his throat. She squeezed. He choked and thrashed, reached back, and tried to grab her hair, but she straightened her back and leaned in. Doing this made his face sink into the water, and Ellie left him under for several seconds before she pulled back to give him some air.

      “Relax,” she said. “You fight me, and it’s going to be worse.”

      He fought her.

      Lurching, he reached behind him and tried to pinch her side. She brought her knee up through the water, and it connected hard with his pelvic bone. He screeched again and dipped back under the surface. Bubbles rose out of the water as he continued screaming through the pain before realizing he was letting go of precious oxygen.

      Ellie flexed her bicep, tightened it against his throat, and then pulled up. She took in a large breath of air as the weight of his body pulled them both under. He convulsed and threw his legs and arms out in every direction. She tightened her grip, and his movements slowed. Blood was slowing to his brain, and she silently counted to five before his body went limp. She released him, got her head above the water, and pulled his head into the air. He would be out for a while.

      Three minutes later, Ellie had him lying on the floor of the boathouse, his hands and feet bound with zip ties found in the Judge’s toolbox. She left the light on only so he wouldn’t wake up, flip out into the water, and drown himself by accident. She stepped out of the boathouse and shut the door behind her.

      A tall wooden telephone pole stood at the water’s edge where the end of the dock kissed the backyard, and the sodium flood light at the top flickered on. There wasn’t a switch for it; she knew that. It was programmed to come on each night as the light evaporated, but it was a good half-hour past when it should have turned on. Now, with the light, Ellie ran the risk of being seen out of the large kitchen window. Assuming that Kevin saw Ellie run down here and that he had heard the screams of his co-conspirator minutes ago, it was a good assumption that he would be on high alert, having concluded that the man who had helped himself to one of the Judge’s beers had met the same fate as his friends sleeping upstairs.

      She was going to have to get back in the water.

      Ellie walked to the edge of the mangroves that still hid her from a view of the house. She stopped, sat on the edge of the dock, and eased back into the water. The water bit her wound again, not as bad as earlier. Drawing a breath, Ellie ducked under the water and started to breaststroke past the open area. Thirty seconds later she came to the mangroves on the other side and grabbed onto a branch hovering above the water. She pulled, found her footing in the roots, and lifted. The next five minutes saw her feeling through the dark as she tried to securely place her feet. The roots wove beneath her feet like slimy snakes.

      Finally, she emerged from the mangroves into the edge of the front yard, away from a direct view of the side kitchen windows. The light of the half moon reflected off the three vehicles parked quietly on the other side of the oak.

      Ellie leaned over and let her long, blonde hair hang towards the ground. She ran her hands around it and squeezed, watching droplets fall towards her feet. She flicked her head backward, and her hair followed, landing on the back of her neck. She slicked her hands down it and took in a few deep gulps of air. She needed to hurry. If Kevin became too anxious in there all alone, he could do something stupid and try to split.

      Her feet squished in her tennis shoes as she ran up the incline to the front steps and took them two at a time. Quickly, she removed her shoes and socks and set them aside. She peeked inside. There was no indication that Kevin was in this part of the house. If she was wrong, she might get a chest full of buckshot. Her eyes scanned the inside of the house one more time, and she opened the screen door just enough to keep the spring from protesting. She squeezed through the front door and tiptoed down the edge of the hallway.

      An old rotary telephone sat on a small accent table, a line running down the leg and into the wall beside it. Martha had always preferred rotary phones, said it reminded her of simpler times, and it seemed her widower never took the time to upgrade. This would be the perfect time to make someone aware of the intrusion, but there was no way she could use that phone. One slide of her finger, and the circular dial would be loud enough to give her away. She shuffled past it and stopped, trying to listen for where Kevin and the Judge might be. She heard no noise from the kitchen and didn’t see her friend sitting at the table where he had been before. Kevin may have relocated him after he realized he was the last one standing. The Saturn was still outside which meant he hadn’t fled.

      She didn’t like having to guess where the big oaf was. She stopped, waited, listened. Kevin was too big to not make some kind of noise. The Judge was smart enough to ‘accidentally’ make noise, assuming of course that he was still conscious. Assuming that Kevin hadn’t knocked him out or worse.

      Directly behind her, less than ten feet away, the sound of a shotgun being cocked turned her blood to ice. The unmistakable sound of cold, greased metal engaging against itself.

      “Hello, Ellie. You’re going to want to turn around very slowly, honey.”

      Ellie’s nostrils flared. It was the first time someone had ever gotten the drop on her. His accent was thick and Southern, almost a drawl. How did he know her name? She had miscalculated, assumed that Kevin was the only one left. She sighed, frustrated, and her shoulders lowered in defeat.

      “Turn around now. Slowly.”

      She complied, and when she saw him her breath left her lungs and her eyes filled with confusion. Rex Stanton, the Judge's grandson, stood before her with a twelve gauge leveled directly on her.

      Had he been here the whole time? If so, the Judge miscounted. Or she didn’t communicate well with him on that point. No, he clearly said there were four. Rex must have just arrived. But how? There were only three cars out there.

      “Rex?” He had been her best friend when she was little. His mother was Martha’s daughter. The Judge and Martha never had any children of their own. Martha had brought two young children into the marriage. Rex was Cindy Stanton’s son. Once Cindy and her younger sister Haley had grown up and had kids of their own, Cindy would send Rex down here from Kentucky every summer to live with his grandparents until it was time to go back to school. Rex was always accompanied by his kid brother Robbie. Both boys, Ellie, and her sister spent countless days running through Little Pine Island looking for snakes or shooting their plinksters at ravens or buzzards. Sometimes Martha or the Judge would drop Rex and Robbie off at Ellie’s house, and they would swim in the canals or fish at the marina. Her best memories of summer had Rex painted in them. But it all ended when he and Ellie were twelve, her sister ten. Robbie died in an automobile accident two weeks before school ended, and Rex was never the same. The next summer he came back down. It would be his last. He had turned reclusive and angry, only leaving his grandparents’ house a few times, none of them to play with the girls. His unwillingness to hang out with them had hurt the girls until their father explained that they reminded him of all the good times with Robbie and that the pain was probably too much for him. She had written him a few letters after that but never heard back.

      Ellie only saw him twice after that. Once at the pier in Bokeelia when she was fifteen. She was coming, and he was going. They didn’t talk long. The second time she saw him was at the Winn Dixie four years later buying a lottery ticket, and he said he had only come down for a couple days. Both times he was a shell of who she had remembered. He’d looked unkempt, wearing clothes too big for him, straggly hair that ran into his eyes, and had taken up chain smoking. The carefree boy of their youth - the one to always dare everyone and then show them how to do it - had slowly dissolved into a young man with a permanent scowl and chip on his shoulder. All the sudden the world seemed to owe him. And now, as he stood with a shotgun trained at Ellie’s heart, it appeared that he had come to collect. One thing had changed, however. His appearance. Rex had traded in his messy hair for a clean cut that was short on the sides. He had finally learned how to dress properly again and had shown up here in blue jeans, a fitted button down shirt, and a dark brown cowboy hat. He looked good, even if he was pointing a gun at her.

      Ellie knew how to keep her emotions in check during stressful situations. Emotion could cloud out reason and lead to mistakes. But she couldn’t help it now. This was too unexpected. “Rex? What is this? What are you doing here?”

      “I used to live here remember?” He tipped the front of his cowboy hat up with the tips of his fingers. His mouth held a slight grin.

      “Of course. But what - ?”

      “Oh, Ellie. You wouldn't understand. It’s a long story. A little family business.”

      “I’ve got time. Do you have time?”

      “I’m sorry, I do not. This has taken far longer than I thought it would.”

      “What? What’s taken so long? What are you guys looking for?”

      Ellie had never had a gun pointed at her where her mind was not working through all the possibilities to not have it pointed at her. But seeing Rex brought back too many memories, too many feelings. If he was planning on killing her, he would just have to kill her.

      Ellie heard a creak behind her and turned to see Rex’s large friend. “Rex, we’ve been here for a couple hours now, man. I don’t think it’s here,” Kevin said.

      “Kevin, refresh my memory please. Did I help get you out of prison two days ago?”

      “Yeah, Rex. Of course.”

      “Uh-huh. And what was our agreement?”

      “That we would help you find the yellow box.”

      “And have you found said yellow box yet, Kevin?”

      Kevin’s large chest rose and fell with a sigh. “No.”

      “Then I believe your debt to me is not yet cleared.” He jutted his chin. “Go find it.”

      Kevin stared at the floor, nodded, and walked past them looking defeated.

      “Check the floorboards,” Rex yelled after him, then turned his attention back to his childhood friend. “Ellie.” His eyes scanned the length of her body, slowing at her legs and chest. “My, my. You sure grew up nice.”

      “Rex, what are you doing? Where’s the Judge?”

      “You mean Grandpa? I’m here to get what’s rightfully mine, Ellie. And ‘the Judge’ is asleep in the living room.” He kept the gun on her. “What are you doing here?”

      “It that really important right now?” She steadied her breathing and relaxed. The pure shock of Rex’s involvement in all this was waning. Whatever he had come back for, Rex clearly did not have his grandfather's best interest in mind. Whoever she may have loved as a child was not the man standing in front of her. She allowed her muscles to relax and her mind to clear.

      “No. I suppose it’s not.” Rex shook his head. “Damn, Ellie. Look at you now. Where have you been all these years? What’s it been, like fifteen trips around the sun since we’ve seen each other?”

      “Hey! I found it!” Kevin yelled from the Judge’s front office behind Rex.

      Rex’s eyes bugged wide, and the corners of his mouth turned up. “Now, isn’t that nice? I have always believed that diligence is the cornerstone of virtue.”

      “Then let’s hope your lawyer is full of virtue,” Ellie muttered.

      “What’s that?”

      “Nothing.”

      He jerked the gun towards the other room and leveled it back on his childhood friend. “I’ll follow you,” he said. “Ladies first.” Ellie walked down the hall toward the study. Kevin was kneeling on the ground behind the large executive desk holding up a wooden box the size of his hand. It was painted yellow and had a small keyhole in the front. Kevin’s expression was happy, proud, and made Ellie think of a dog who had just picked up the morning paper and set it at his owner’s feet. He stood his large body up with a mild groan and set the box on the desk.

      “Ellie, why don’t you go have a seat and sit on your hands for me?” Rex said and motioned to a plush chair in front of the desk. Ellie complied and pressed herself into the brown leather.

      Rex walked around the desk and picked up the box, bringing it eye level and rotating it. “There you are,” he said with relief, as if he had just found a missing pet snake or gerbil. He put the box to his ear, and the contents rattled.

      “Want me to ask the old man where he keeps the key?” Kevin asked Rex.

      “Nah. I think we can handle it.” Rex handed the gun off to his accomplice, nodded toward Ellie. “Keep an eye on her. I need to have a look at this.”

      Kevin pointed the gun at Ellie, and Rex took the small box in both hands and examined it as if he was about to perform surgery. His eyes were gleaming, filled with a mixture of eagerness and desire, like a man might look at his wife after returning from a three-week business trip. Rex tossed the box on the floor where it rattled and then sat still. He brought his boot heel up and sent it crashing down. The box cracked on impact, its thin pine wood splintering across the floor. He disappeared behind the desk and leaned down, picking through the debris.

      Rex’s voice cut through the office like he’d been bitten by a crazed animal. “What-?” He stood up with a small picture between his fingers. It was framed, only twice the size of a passport photo. His face turned red, confused and angry. He lifted his chin, now set hard, and stormed out of the room, the sound of his boots heading toward the living room. “Don’t you go getting any ideas now,” Kevin warned Ellie. “You might think you’re smart because you took down a few of my friends, but I seriously doubt you can outrun a bullet.”

      She was tired of all this. Her concern for the Judge amped up when Rex’s agitated voice boomed across the house. “Get up, old man! Hey! Get up and come here.” A huff, a painful grunt, and the boots moved back toward the office, slower this time. “Hurry up!”

      Ellie turned around and looked towards the doorway. Rex came through, holding his grandfather by the upper arm, almost dragging him. His angry grip was too tight. It would leave a bruise if they made it out of this.

      The Judge looked exhausted. His eyes were sunken and tired, and he winced with each step. He kept his tired eyes on the floor and didn’t seem to notice Ellie. Rex led him straight to the splintered mess behind the desk. Rex held up the photo and shoved it into the older man’s face. “What is this?” he demanded.

      The Judge tried to focus. He was clearly tired, in pain, and exhausted. “I…” He grimaced as he tried to breathe.

      “Hey! Pay attention, old man!” Rex stepped up and snapped his fingers in his grandfather’s face. “What is this?”

      Ellie couldn’t believe this was Rex Stanton. He was filled with so much anger, violence. He had been taught to respect his elders. For the moment Kevin’s attention was directed to Rex, and Ellie used it as an opportunity to slip her hands out from under her thighs. She kept the backs of her hands on the seat cushion and her fingertips tucked under her legs. But her hands no longer had the majority of her body’s weight pressing into them.

      “It’s a picture. A...picture, Rex. What…” he winced as he struggled to take in a breath. “What do you want? I told these men...I told these men that I don’t have a relic.”

      “You’re lying!” Rex’s calm, Southern manners he’d had with Ellie earlier had dissolved into an acid of vitriol.

      “My mother said you had a Civil War relic in a yellow wooden box that belongs to my father. It’s a gold pocket watch that belonged to Beauregard. He lost it at Shiloh. Where is it?”

      The Judge lowered his head. “I have no such thing. I never had.”

      “Liar!”

      “This picture...it’s all...it’s all I have, Rex.”

      “What? Who is this? Why was it shut away in this box?” Rex held it up, and Ellie could see that it was an old sepia photo of a little girl in a nightgown, clutching a small white bear.

      “That’s a picture of my mother. It’s the only picture...I ever had of her.”

      “Why was it hidden underneath your desk?”

      “Martha thought the picture was haunted. She asked me to get rid of it, but I couldn’t.”

      Rex’s eyes bulged. Kevin laughed. “Haunted?” Rex’s tone was incredulous.

      “It’s true. No need to...to go into the details now, but it’s true. So I hid it.”

      “You’re lying. You’re lying. YOU’RE LYING.” The chant come through clenched teeth. Ellie knew that Rex’s mother had never taken well to the Judge. For whatever reason, she had never latched on to him as a father. She would let her son come stay the summers, but she had never come back herself after she grew up and flew the nest.

      The Judge knew he wasn’t going to convince Rex. “Suit yourself,” he said, and then hung his head.

      “Why would my mother lie to me like that?”

      “You’ll have to ask her that, son. I had a pocket watch handed down to me when my father died. It...wasn’t gold. Just a regular watch worn by my great-grandfather in the Civil War. But it had nothing more than…than sentimental value. I gave it to your aunt years ago. She really wanted it.”

      Rex’s breathing escalated. His eyes searched the old man’s face for deceit. Kevin was watching the two men intently, his wide eyes dancing between the two.

      Ellie found her moment.

      She sprang from the chair, grabbed the metal stapler from the desk, and flipped it as she maneuvered her body out of the barrel sights, swinging it towards Kevin’s face. The top of the stapler hit the big man square on the bridge of his nose. He grunted, and the gun went off; the force of the impact moved the chair Ellie had just been sitting in backward five feet and flipped it over. Ellie set a hand on the desk and vaulted onto it. Rex had stepped back from the Judge, still trying to recover from the unexpected shotgun discharge. She stood, and, with the speed of a Florida panther, she set the open face of the stapler on Kevin’s cheek and brought her fist down hard. He screamed as the thin metal prongs pierced his skin and entered the muscle. She stepped back to the edge of the desk and swung her leg up, planting a roundhouse kick into Kevin’s temple. His head snapped left, and his body fell with it, crumpling onto the floor in a pile of overalls, fat, and sweat. It all happened in less than five seconds.

      The Judge had ducked and was now crouched at the right side of the desk where he had been standing. Ellie turned to face Rex who was scanning the bookshelves. He grabbed an iron bookend of Rodin's The Thinker. He flipped it, grabbed it by the head so the heavy, square base was facing up, and held it like he would a knife.

      “All this for a watch that doesn't exist, Rex?” Ellie barked angrily. “Really?”

      “It’s worth a lot of money, Ellie.”

      “Not if it doesn’t exist, Rex. It sounds as though your mother has an honesty problem and her son has a stealing problem.”

      An engorged vein pulsed across Rex’s forehead, like a tiny garden snake trying to get into his hairline. He pointed at the Judge with his free hand. “He’s lying!”

      Ellie jumped off the desk, kept her gaze on Rex. “Ironic, don’t you think?”

      “What’s that?”

      “You didn’t really think this whole plan through very clearly, and well…” she smiled. “That bookend you’re holding.”

      He frowned, trying to make the connection. He held the image out in front of him and looked at it for the brief moment that Ellie needed.

      She twisted, brought up a knee, and thrust out her leg in a modified side and back kick. Her foot caught his arm and shoved it into his body. The force of the kick brought his feet off the ground and sent his body hurtling into the bookcases behind him. He hit them with a grunt, and his hat jostled off his head. Before he could hit the ground, his old childhood friend was on top of him. She lowered herself and brought her knee into his face. His hat went flying, and his nose spurted blood as his head flew back and hit a shelf. His hand released the bookend, and his body slumped against the shelves as several books lost their grip and fell on top of him. Ellie stepped away. Her heart was beating hard, her breathing labored yet steady.

      Rex groaned. Any fight he had was beaten out of him in ten seconds.

      Ellie crouched and set a hand on the Judge’s shoulder. “Are you alright?” she asked. “Come here.” She helped him stand and walked him over to a couch on the wall. “Sit here.” She sat down with him and looked him over. “Is anything broken? Are you hurt badly?”

      His face still held a grimace. “I think maybe a couple ribs. I’m...I’m alright.”

      She rubbed the side of his arm like a one might a grandfather she loved. “Just stay here. Lay back and relax.” He nodded. “Hey,” she said, lowering her gaze and meeting his eyes with hers. “It’s over. Alright? It’s over, and you’re safe.”

      “Yes,” he nodded. “Yes.”

      Ellie walked back to the desk, stepped over Kevin’s limp body, and retrieved the shotgun. She aimed it at Rex. “Get up,” she commanded. He opened his eyes and groaned. “I said, get up, Rex.” He moved slowly, and a couple books tumbled from his chest as he sat up and finally stood. Blood covered his face within a two-inch radius from his nose. His eyes burned with anger and defeat. “Walk to the stairs near the phone.” He did what she said, and Ellie followed behind him with the gun trained on his spine. Rex stopped at the foot of the stairs and turned around. “Put your hands down your pants,” she said.

      “What?”

      “You heard me.”

      Reluctantly, he maneuvered his hands past his belt line and into his pants. “Now sit on that step there.” Ellie kept the gun on him and picked up the rotary phone’s receiver. She slung her finger around three times - one long, two short - dialing 911. She spent five minutes on the phone giving them all the pertinent information before hanging up. They would be here in fifteen minutes. Probably less once a couple policemen found out whose house they had been called to.

      Over the next ten minutes, Ellie busied herself binding Rex, Kevin, and the two groggy goons upstairs with a roll of duct tape she had found under the kitchen sink. She brought the Judge a pillow, a blanket, and a glass of water, and he lay on his office couch with his eyes closed.

      She pulled Rex to his feet. “We’re going to the front,” she said. “Go.”

      He shuffled his bound feet and bobbed back and forth like a penguin. She opened the door and told him to sit on the front step. She sat down next to him, and, for a couple minutes, the only thing to be heard was an evening chorus of peepers and crickets. She surveyed the cars and still didn't see a fourth one.

      “How did you get here?”

      “I had a skiff anchored out a little ways behind a cluster of mangroves. Saw what you did to ol’ Lionel with that screwdriver at the dock. That foot is going to hurt tomorrow.” He winked at her. “I brought the skiff up as soon as I saw you running back up to the house. After that,” he smiled and shrugged. “I’m a fast runner.”

      She hadn’t heard a boat coming in when she was running back to the house earlier. Ellie looked at her old friend and sighed. He had somehow gotten at least a couple of these men from prison and then tried to kill her and rob his grandfather. Grown men couldn’t justify poor choices because of bad stuff in their past. Ellie knew plenty of good men who’d had it hard but had chosen to walk the straight and narrow. But still, even after everything he had done tonight, Ellie couldn’t help but feel a pinch of sadness for him. Here he was, his face swollen and bloody, his hands and feet tied as he waited for the police.

      “Rex, I’m sorry for what happened to Robbie. That shouldn’t have to happen to anybody. We all loved him, you know. We loved you too.”

      Rex turned a steeled jaw away from her. “Sure didn’t act like it. Y'all treated me like the plague after he died.”

      “We did not, Rex. We couldn’t get you to leave this place. Katie and I started to call the Judge’s home a coffin because you would never leave.’ She paused. “What was so important about that pocket watch anyway?”

      He didn’t answer for a long time. Finally, he shook his head. “She did me over again.”

      “Who?”

      “My mama. Never did like the old man.” He sighed, said nothing else.

      She put her head in her hands. Tears tried to come, but her emotions were too mixed for the moment to let sadness overwhelm her. She was angry - angry that her old friend had turned out the way that he had. Angry that his brother died, leaving Rex to grieve and grow bitter. Angry that the Judge was treated the way he was and his home violated the way it was tonight. Angry that on a night he should have been celebrating his life with his friends he was busy getting his ribs broken instead. For just a moment Rex let his guard down. “I wish we could go back,” he said. “I wish things could have been different.”

      “Me too, Rex.”

      “Ellie?” She heard her father’s voice before she saw him. He came around the corner of the house followed by Jim Reeves and Michael Hollis, deputies with Lee County Sheriff's Office.

      She stood up, and he embraced her. “How did you get here?” she asked.

      “Half the Sheriff's Office was at Sanibel for the party. When the call came in, we jumped into one of their boats and shot over. “What happened?” he asked.

      She briefly drew the outlines of the last hour, and the deputies busied themselves with collecting the three men inside and the one in the boathouse. A couple minutes later, the limbs on the trees lining the long driveway reflected blue and red. The cruisers were here. Sheriff Donald Gaines hurried over to the front steps and did a double take. “Rex?”

      “Hey, Sheriff.”

      A half-hour later Rex and his four crooks were gone, and Ellie and her father watched as the ambulance drove away with the Judge. They were sitting on the porch swing. Ellie’s knee was tender where she had kneed Rex in the face, but other than that and the cut down her thigh she felt fine. Sheriff Gaines locked the front door. “Well, that’s it for tonight. We’ll get them all booked and send someone over here tomorrow to get pictures. Ellie, honey, you alright?”

      She smiled. “I’m fine, Don. A little banged up, but nothing a couple days won’t heal.”

      “I’m sorry you had to be involved in all that. That was just awful.”

      “I’m glad I was here to help.”

      The Sheriff looked over at her father. “Remind me never to make her mad at me.” They all shared a laugh, and the Sheriff asked if either of them needed a ride.

      “I’ll drive back in the El Camino with Ellie,” her dad said.

      “Fair enough.” Sheriff Gaines stepped over to Ellie and gave her a hug from the side. “Don’t be a stranger, young lady. It’s been good having you around.”

      “Thanks, Don. Take care of yourself.”

      They watched as he got in his car and his tail lights finally disappeared down the road behind the trees. Ellie and her father were left alone with only the faint porch light to illuminate the night. Critters were singing in the underbrush beyond. The warm Florida air wrapped around her like it was going to miss her too.

      “Your uncle is getting everything packed up on Sanibel. It shut down pretty hard after we got the news. I’m sorry you missed the party,” he said. “It was just gearing up.”

      “It’s alright. I feel bad for the Judge. I can’t believe that just actually happened.”

      “He’ll be alright. He’s a tough old bird.”

      “Yeah, I know.”

      “You okay, honey?”

      She nodded. “I think so.” The truth was, she wasn’t doing okay. She didn’t want to leave and head out to Afghanistan. These last couple months she’d spent with her family had recharged her, and she didn't want the charge to wane. But she couldn’t change her mind now. The operation had been meticulously planned ever since she’d returned stateside. The Agency and the mission were counting on her. Precious lives were too. If she could turn her new contact into an asset, then lives would be saved. Her employer would be able to take out leaders of ISIS currently hiding in the shadows.

      “Dad?”

      “Yeah, honey?”

      “Tell me something about Mom.”

      He frowned, surprised by the question. “Well, what would you like to know?”

      “Anything.” She was leaving her home again. This time, she wanted to take a part of her mother with her. It seemed the older she got, the more she missed the mother she had hardly known. The mother who had died when she was only five. The more years she put behind her, the more Ellie strangely felt like she was becoming more like the woman who had given birth to her, although she didn’t know exactly how. Faint glimpses of her mother’s face or kisses and hugs remained in her fuzzy memory like a cloud that wouldn’t let you fully see the sun.

      Frank O’Conner adjusted his fedora and looked out in the yard while he peered into the past and his thoughts entered dusty spaces in his memory. He didn’t talk much about her mother anymore. His girls didn't have many memories with her in them, and it was almost like his wife belonged only to himself, a treasure box that only he could look into. A smile pulled at the corners of his mouth. “Her laugh was contagious,” he said softly. “I wish you could have heard it. Her laugh, when it came, was ferocious. She’d lift her chin, squint her eyes, and let her joy come out.” He sighed, then said, “It wasn’t boisterous. I don’t want you hearing me say that it was. It wasn’t silly. It was just her, and it infected everyone around her. You couldn’t hear her laugh and not get caught up in the wonder of the moment yourself, even if you weren’t laughing yourself.” He looked over at his oldest daughter. “Sometimes, when I see you a certain way, I think I'm looking at your mother. She was your age when she died, you know. Before I met your mother, I had always believed that my future was limited to what people in my family had always done; blue collar work. But your mom, she believed in me, saw things inside me that I thought didn’t even exist. She was like that, you know. Had a way of making you a better person without even trying.”

      Ellie smiled and swallowed down a wave of sadness trying to emerge.

      “She would have been proud of you.”

      Ellie thought of the many people she had killed in her work for the government. Many of those lives may not have even been true enemies of the state, a stunning fact she had been unaware of until only a couple months ago. “I doubt that,” she said softly, with no effort at a false humility. Her father didn’t know what she had been doing these last eight years. She wanted to tell him that she had internally quit her assignment before they told her it was over. She couldn’t though. She couldn’t tell him anything. Her father worked for the Department of Justice in their Asset Recovery Division. He wasn’t cleared to know. One day maybe, when the dust had settled on TEAM 99 and those who had made decisions from the shadows had retired or died, she could tell him. For now, and maybe always, it stayed with her.

      “You sure you don’t want me to drive you to the airport in the morning?”

      She considered it one last time then forced a smile. “I’m sure. I think if you come with me, I may not get out of your car.” She meant it too. Leaving him again for a few more years might split her heart.

      “Alright. Fair enough.” He stood up, and she followed suit. “Don’t stay gone too long, Ellie. You’re a grown woman, and you should decide how to spend your own life. I won’t interfere with that. But we miss you out here. It’s where you belong.”

      “I know,” she said quietly. “I know.”

      “Come on then. I’ll drive you back home. Your sister will be wondering if you’re alright.” He pulled out his phone and looked down at it. “I don’t get any signal out here.” Ellie held his hand as they walked to the El Camino. She couldn't say for sure, but this next tour might be her last one. She didn’t want to leave her father again. Or her uncle. Or her sister and young niece.

      For now, though, she had a mission to fulfill, a duty to her country to complete.

      Who knew after that?
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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 that 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 home 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: Assam 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 cafe 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’s 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 fiction 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 think, 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 on 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 alright, 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 body 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 towards 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.”

      
        
        _____________
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