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      The first four books in the Pine Island Coast Florida Suspense Series all form one larger story arc, which begins with Broken Stern.

      If you are only entering the series now with Vacant Shore, it is recommended (by author and reader alike) that you begin first with Broken Stern in order to enjoy the fullest spectrum of the characters and the overall plot.

      For those of you have been anxiously awaiting Vacant Shore, thank you for your patience. This one is my favorite in the series so far. I hope you feel the same.

      Enjoy!
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        I saw the long line of the vacant shore,

        The seaweed and the shells upon the sand,

        And the brown rocks left bare on every hand,

        As if the ebbing tide would flow no more.

      

      

      
        
        Henry Wadsworth Longfellow

      

      

      He had already thrown up twice. Once at the dock and once here, in the boat.

      The rum hadn’t helped. It was supposed to take the edge off—dull the senses—and, he had thought, make it so that taking your own life wasn’t so hard to do.

      The bucket was full of concrete, and he shuffled it along the deck toward the transom. His heart was knocking hard behind his sternum. Maybe he would just have a heart attack and wouldn’t have to go through with this.

      Kyle Armstrong grabbed the bucket handle and checked the straight link chain attached to it. It ran around his waist and knotted at the front. Everything was secure.

      His mouth was dry now and his thighs were shaking. His hands were cold. He looked out over the water. From here he could just see Bokeelia, the north end of Pine Island, and he was reminded of when he had asked Carlene to marry him nine years ago. They had eaten at Suzie's Crab Shack, walked out across Bokeelia Fishing Pier, and, as the fiery orange sun faded below Cayo Costa, he got down on a knee and asked her to be his forever. She had stepped back, said yes through surprised fingers, and as he stood up she reached in to hug him, overstepped, and they both joined the fish. They’d come up laughing and had never really stopped.

      That is, until a couple of months ago, when Ringo decided to use Wild Palm as a distribution hub for his cocaine.

      Kyle sighed. Then he closed his eyes and said a quick and silent prayer.

      There was no coming back from this. He knew that. Once he went over the side, he couldn’t put it in reverse. Images of his children—Sophia, five; Chase, three—ghosted across his vision. Maybe it was his biology’s final effort to save itself, leveraging the psychological to turn things around, to get him to stop this nonsense. With a quick shake of his head, Kyle blinked his children away and heaved the bucket over the transom.

      The water displaced around him as he fell through the surface. He let go of the bucket, and the extra eighty pounds of concrete swiftly pulled him eighteen feet to the bottom. The pressure gathered around his head like a vice, and he thought that before he could die of drowning the water would rush in past his eardrums and explode his brain from the inside.

      He had made a mistake.

      Panic clutched at his chest and he struggled against the chain. He pulled, yanked, and tore at it. The lock held. The key to the small lock was at the surface, on the boat. Furious bubbles escaped through his nose and wobbled toward the surface, as if they wanted no part of what he was doing. He worked the bucket handle, trying to break it free from the plastic, trying to undo his decision. But he couldn’t. The bucket handles weren't made to slide out.

      His lungs burned as he ran out of oxygen, and tiny stars shot across his vision like runaway comets. Kyle closed his eyes, tried to calm himself, and gave himself over to the inevitable.

      He hoped that Carlene would find love again.
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      The wide arc of the horizon held a muted orange that would soon give way to a desert darkness, turning the sky into a spyglass that looked out into a universe dazzled with a billion fires of distant starlight. Joe Ferguson went back into the cabin and watched the coffee drip into the pot, waiting for it to finish. It was decaf. At his age, caffeine consumed after lunch meant spending half the night staring at the ceiling or reading a book by lamplight, waiting for a drowsiness uneager to come.

      Joe would head back home to Scottsdale in the morning. He had spent the last two days tracking antelope accompanied by his compound bow. It was the tail end of August—the beginning of mating season—which meant that rutting bucks were territorial, busy trying to gather a harem of does; a temporary endeavor that made them lose much of the natural wariness that protected them the rest of the year.

      Several hours ago he had decided not to tag out. In a rare moment of self-honesty he had admitted to himself that he was tired. His doctor had warned him that it was still too soon after his surgery to be tracking and bringing back a heavy animal. “Go out to the cabin,” his doctor had said. “Rest up. Watch a few sunrises; enjoy a few sunsets.” It had not yet been five weeks since his double bypass, but Joe, because he was stubborn and did things his own way, went hunting anyway.

      The buck had been on a natural ledge cut into the center of a high hill. Getting there on foot had been a challenge in itself. He’d finally made it up, and it was then, when he was behind the cover of a conifer and finally had the buck twenty-five yards away and an arrow in the string, that he realized just how tired he really did feel. It was a visceral kind of tired, the kind that tells you that a circuit might be out somewhere or that you were on the verge of falling out four miles from the nearest road. So the buck lived to enjoy his newly-formed harem, and Joe slowly, cautiously returned to the cabin. Had he decided to bring the buck down, his labors would have only just begun. From there he would have had to get back to the cabin five miles east, take out the Mule and drive it back, get the carcass to the bottom of the hill, load it up and bring it back. Not to mention having to string it up and clean it.

      No, he had made the right decision. It wasn’t all about the kill anyway. It was the preparation, the pursuit, evading detection, and rare glimpses into an animal’s natural habitat, and knowing that, even though you didn’t take the buck, you did get the drop on him.

      He would go home and rest up, try again in a couple of weeks. His oldest son, Brian, had offered to come with him the next time. Joe needed to get back home anyway. As it was, his granddaughter’s sweet sixteen was tomorrow night, and he wasn’t going to miss that for all the antelope horns in Coconino County.

      The coffee was done. Joe grabbed a mug —“World’s #1 Grandpa”— and poured the coffee. He walked to the window and looked out over a valley that was spread out like creation’s blanket, untouched as yet by human progress. It used to be that he would get out here at least once a month, if not for hunting of some kind, then just to relax and get out of the suburbs. Cities were getting busier, life more frenetic, technology ubiquitous, and it all had a way, in his opinion, of scattering and overwhelming the mind. This cabin represented a quiet solace that put all that behind him, even if it was for only a few stolen days.

      Here he could breathe in the fresh air encircling Humphreys Peak, walk for miles without seeing anyone, read in quiet, uninterrupted solitude, or gaze thoughtfully at the valley below. And the latter was exactly what he was doing and why he was nearly startled into another heart attack when something crashed hard into the back wall of the cabin directly behind him. When he jerked, hot coffee sloshed onto his shirt and the floor. “What the hell?” Joe set the mug down and grabbed his .30-06 from the corner. He went out the front door. He stepped off the porch and walked past his truck parked on the side of the cabin, then cautiously peered around the corner, expecting to see a mountain lion or a black bear that had lost its footing coming off the steep incline.

      But it wasn’t an animal. It was a man. What was left of him anyway. His T-shirt was soaked with blood, as was one of his legs. That hill reached upward at a fifty degree grade and anything tumbling down from the top would have a merciless trip to the bottom.

      Joe brought the rifle down and stepped toward the man—cautiously at first, then less so when he saw the condition he was in—and leaned over him. “Son. You all right?” He squatted and then realized the man hadn’t simply been torn up by branches and rocks. He had been shot. His left shoulder and neck were bleeding profusely. One of his knees had taken a round too. Joe looked up the hill, into the scattering of trees and brushes, and surveyed the hillside. He saw nothing, heard nothing.

      The man at his feet groaned. His eyes slowly opened, and as they came to focus on Joe’s face they widened with awareness. He tried to sit up.

      “Whoa there, now,” Joe said. “Just hold on a minute.”

      The man didn’t listen. He grunted and sat up, closed his eyes, took two long breaths, opened his eyes, and struggled to come to his feet.

      “Hey now. Just hold on,” Joe repeated more urgently.

      The man murmured something he couldn't hear. He wasn’t sure if it was because he was getting hard of hearing or if the man was just speaking that quietly. Maybe both. “What’s that?” He leaned closer.

      “...out of here,” the man said, and then reached out with his right arm and grabbed the side of the cabin. Putting all his weight on his good leg, he stood up, groaning as he moved, leaving his hand on the cabin wall for balance. It looked as if he’d been butchering animals all day. Except it seemed to Joe that he had been the one getting butchered. He asked, “What’s happening, son?”

      “We...have to get out of here. I’m being...hunted.”

      Joe tensed. “Hunted? I hear that right?”

      “We...need to go. Now.” The man winced. “I...can’t walk. My...knee.”

      A rock the size of a fist tumbled off the hill and slammed into the cabin with a thud. Joe squinted up the hill as the pieces came together. “Up there? Someone is after you from up there?”

      A nod.

      “Oh, hell. Come on then. Let’s get you to the truck.”

      “Hur...hurry.”

      The wounded man’s left shoulder was still oozing fresh blood. Joe came around on his right and slipped beneath him, grabbed his arm and brought the man’s weight into him. Joe helped him around the cabin to where an old single-cab Chevy was parked. After opening the door, he helped the man in. He glanced apprehensively up the hill. “I’ll be right back. I have to get the keys.”

      While he waited Virgil slowly and painfully grabbed the seatbelt with his right hand and brought it around his body, clicked it in.

      The truck was parked facing the hillside, the foot of which lay less than twenty feet off the truck’s front bumper. His adrenaline was pumping overtime. He knew it was the only reason he was still conscious, the only reason the blurriness and the weariness remained at bay. A couple more rocks and pinecones tumbled down the hill. If this old man didn’t move quickly they would both be dead in under a minute. He’d lost his gun on the way down. Stupid. He had been trained better than that, wounded or not.

      The driver’s side door opened, the older man got in, and the door shut with a hollow thud. He put the keys in the ignition, took his hand away, and looked over at Virgil, eyeing him suspiciously. “Son, who are you?” He motioned past the windshield to the hill. “Who’s after you?”

      Virgil couldn’t explain. Not right now. He was going into shock, and it was taking every bit of focus to stay awake and not slip into the ether. It was a struggle in endurance just to breathe, and he was beginning to feel cold. All he could think to say was, “I’m not the bad guy. Please. We have to go. Now. I don’t...want you to get hurt.”

      Joe sighed, shook his head, and turned the engine over with a quick flick of his wrist. He backed up quickly, then shot down the dirt road, leaving a high rooster tail of dust behind them. The road was on a gradual slant downward and wouldn’t enter a slight curve for another hundred yards. Joe accelerated and motioned toward the glove box. “There’s a .45 there,” he said. “Grab it. Now who’s behind us?”

      “Weave,” Virgil strained out.

      “What’s that?”

      “Weave...the truck. He’ll shoo—”

      A bullet ripped through the back window and tore through Joe Ferguson’s gray matter before cutting a hole through the windshield and spidering the glass. His limp body lurched into the steering wheel and the truck swung left. Virgil tried to reach his hand out and grab the wheel, but his left shoulder had been ripped apart by two bullets, keeping him from lifting his arm. Before he could swivel and try with his right hand, Joe’s body slid toward the driver’s door and the steering went with him. The front tires caught on the road as they turned sharply, and the old Chevy left the road and entered a hard spin.

      Virgil braced himself with his right arm and tumbled down the road until the back edge of the truck grabbed the trunk of a pine tree, spun hard to the side, and finally came to rest back in the middle of the road. All was silent save for the ticking of the truck’s engine and a solitary groan as twisted metal rested further into twisted metal.

      The truck was upside down, the roof crumpled in like a beat up soda can, the windows shattered out. Virgil’s face was littered with tiny cuts and his entire body was on fire. He knew he didn’t have long. He slowly, and with great effort, reached across and pressed the buckle mechanism. It gave, and as soon as he fell into the underside of the truck canopy he gave out a muffled scream as the impact jolted his bad shoulder and leg. His vision blurred, as though someone had poured a thick, transparent gel across the window pane of the world. He paused, closed his eyes, and focused. His body was screaming at him from every joint, every socket. He felt that he only wanted to sleep.

      Then he heard it.

      Soft but urgent steps padding quickly down the road. He concentrated on his breathing and opened his eyes. His vision was clear again, for now.

      Clutching a handgun, the assassin approached the wreck with caution. After leaning down and assessing the two passengers, one dead, one nearly dead, the assassin came in closer and got down on a knee, now leaning over Virgil, whose head was protruding out of the truck, past where the window had been.

      Virgil smiled over a bloody mouth. “Well...you got me,” he said.

      The assassin was female. She wore a wooded balaclava and matching TDUs. It was her smaller bone structure and long, natural lashes that gave away her gender.

      He blinked and momentarily forgot his pain.

      He knew this woman. Surely the blood loss and trauma of the wreck were making him hallucinate. He had never tried LSD, and maybe this was why. The woman he was thinking of was dead, had been for years.

      Her voice was dry and level. “Hello, Virgil. I’m sorry I missed up there. I’m sure you’re in a lot of pain.” She squatted and patted his sweaty cheek, which was stenciled with blood and dirt. “Not to worry,” she said. “It’s about to be all over for you.” She lifted the balaclava from her face.

      It was Sarah Cornish—Faraday—his old teammate.
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      The canals reached up into the southern end of Pine Island like hospitable fingers, pointing the way into the seventeen mile stretch of rural paradise that was Pine Island. A mid-morning breeze imported scents of salt, pine, and oyster beds, all working in unison to sedate the island’s inhabitants and anyone just fortunate enough to be there.

      Ellie O’Conner backed her 21-foot Bayliner Element off the boat lift and brought it around until the bow was pointing toward the south end of the canal. Tyler Borland grabbed the gunwale with his large hands and slid over to the bench seat at the transom. “You know, my mama always told me not to do stupid things.” Tyler, who was tall and tan and generally employed a carefree disposition, was, at the moment, a little sheepish.

      “You’ll have fun. I promise,” Ellie said.

      He pointed his chin down the canal toward the open water. “Well, the last time I went out on a boat I left my stomach out there somewhere. And Ellie, you know how partial I was to my stomach.”

      A week ago, a Category 3 hurricane swiped the edge of Lee County on its way out to the open Gulf, the storm’s eye missing a dead-on hit by less than thirty miles. Hours before Hurricane Josephine pounded the island, Ellie and Tyler had run a boat across five- and six-foot swells to rescue a kidnap victim from the northern edge of Sanibel Island. Tyler, who loved boats about as much as he enjoyed Italian opera, had not fared well.

      “I’m not scared. Boats are fun.” The small voice came from the bow and belonged to Ellie’s five-year-old niece, Chloe.

      Ellie’s eyes went to her sister, Katie, and they shared a laugh. “She does have a point,” Katie said.

      “All right,” Tyler said. “Let’s just get this show on the road.” He bit down on his bottom lip and motioned for Chloe to come over to him. He put a long arm around her and lowered his voice. “You’re little, okay? Little people don’t always understand when things are smart or not.”

      Chloe raised her eyebrows to him, and her overbright eyes gleamed. “Maybe,” she giggled, “you’ll get eaten by a shark!”

      More female laughs from the console.

      Tyler’s brow went up. “You know, you just might—”

      At that moment the boat lurched forward as Ellie gave the engine a little throttle. Tyler clutched the edge of the seat like they were about to shoot into outer space. “Here we go,” he mumbled.

      Ellie ran the boat out of St. James City, turned west, and cut up past York Island before moving north through Pine Island Sound at a steady fifteen knots. For half an hour Chloe talked non-stop, making observations about the boat’s wake, the color of the water, and a dolphin, as well as inquiring about instruments on the console, what kind of engine did the boat have, and if her Aunt Ellie thought she would catch more fish today than Tyler. Tyler never said a word, just stared ahead as if he were a convict headed to the penitentiary. At one point Ellie gave her sister the wheel and went back to sit with him.

      “You doing okay? You’re letting Chloe out-talk you.”

      He tried to grin, but failed. “I want to like the water. Just not my thing, I guess.”

      “It’ll grow on you,” she said. “You can’t be manly about everything, I suppose.”

      He found the grin. “You think I’m manly?”

      “Maybe not right now. But generally, yeah.”

      “Well, I think you’re girly. Whatever that means.”

      “I’ll take it,” she smiled. “At least you get a break from cutting up trees.” When Tyler moved to Southwest Florida from West Texas a couple of years ago, he’d bought eighty acres in North Cape Coral, turning the land into a full-service gun range. Hurricane Josephine had assaulted Reticle’s acreage as well as the nearly two hundred and fifty acres of Yucca Pens Preserve, the southwestern edge of which was butted up against Reticle’s property line. Dozens of pines lay strewn across Tyler’s property. He had counted nine that would disturb business in some way—blocking the entrance or laid out across a long distance range or a path that led to one. A taller, more mature pine had fallen a few yards from the main offices, its branches taking out several windows in the process.

      Tyler said, “I would show you the calluses I got from the chainsaw, but you already think I’m manly, so I don’t feel the need to do that.”

      “Well, just don’t blister your butt sitting at my stern all morning.” She gave his knee a pat and went back to replace her sister at the wheel. A few minutes later they were passing up Captiva Island to the west and the fishing shacks to the east. The Pine Island fishing shacks were relics of another era altogether, and all but two of them were on the National Register of Historic Places. They were small, one- or two-room fishing cabins built on stilts in a time when commercial fishermen would spend long months out on the water. With no electricity, the shacks afforded the simple necessity of shelter without having to go all the way back inland. Now they hovered over the water like wooden corpses, abandoned by fishermen back in the mid-1950s. The few remaining shacks formed a tiny archipelago of their own, set across a distance of half a mile in the shallows off Little Wood Key.

      Two miles later they were passing up Cabbage Key on their port side. After driving further on to the north, Ellie cut east and steered past Camp Key before slowing the Bayliner to idle speed and shutting off the engine. Their small wake caught up to them, and the boat bobbed against it before settling. There was no wind to speak of, and the waters were calm. Before them lay a small key hemmed with mangroves at either end. An old wooden fishing boat was beached at the center, its old, rotting stern sunk deep into the sand.

      “So that’s it?” Tyler said, mostly to himself.

      “That’s the one,” Ellie said.

      “You think they’re still using it?” Katie asked. “To store the gas?”

      “I don’t think so. The DEA should still have surveillance set up, possibly hidden in those mangroves over there, but the criminal organization that had been using it to store gas was taken down.” A couple of days before, Katie had playfully nagged her older sister to tell her about the local work she had done with the DEA over the past couple of months. Ellie had finally conceded a page of harmless information and offered to take them out to Mondongo Rocks. What she didn’t say was that she had hidden in these very mangroves one evening just as their investigation was getting underway and had come close to being discovered when a drug runner had walked right up to their branches to relieve himself. All she had told Katie and Tyler was that the boat had been used at one point for storing gas for go-fast boats headed back to Mexico. The boat appeared to have sunken further into the key, most likely the recent work of Hurricane Josephine.

      Chloe squinted against the glare of the sun flashing off the water. “Is that the boat the bad guys use? It looks yucky.”

      “No, Chloe,” her mother said. “They don’t use it anymore.” She shot her eyes over to her sister.

      “Do you think the bad guys are all gone from here?” Chloe asked.

      “Of course, Boo,” Ellie said, and then, not wanting to scare the girl, added, “They’re all gone away. No more bad guys around here.”

      But she knew that wasn’t true.

      Katie took Chloe to the stern to help her prep her fishing line. When they left this spot they were going to drop in their hooks off Big Panther Key, in a spot their father had often taken his daughters when they were children. Ellie remained fixated on the old boat with the broken stern.

      Tyler said, “Those DEA hotshots are all a spittin’ upwind, if you ask me. I’m sorry they gave you the boot.”

      Three months ago, after putting over a decade with the CIA behind her, Ellie had come on with the DEA as a contractor, eventually bringing down an elusive drug boss who had made Lee and Sarasota Counties his base of operations. Two weeks ago, a raid on a walled compound went awry when a bomb exploded on site, killing seven of their suspects and injuring three DEA officers. Ellie, who had done everything right, had been hung out to dry and was let go.

      There was nothing she could do about it. Ellie had long ago learned to take things in stride, that there were just some things in life you couldn’t change. But what bothered her the most was that Ringo, whoever he was, was still out there, doing big business in her home county, and it didn’t seem like there were plans to stop him anytime soon.

      And Ellie wasn’t sure she was okay with that.

      “Thanks,” she told Tyler.

      “You all right?” he asked.

      “Yeah.”

      “Is it the whole thing about not working with them anymore?”

      “I guess so.”

      He glanced over his shoulder and lowered his voice to a whisper. “And your dad?”

      “Yep.”

      “And seeing your old teammate?”

      “Yes. Can you stop now?”

      “Sorry,” he said, and looked away. “Maybe you can get back on with them once they figure out how to stop using good people to take the fall.”

      “Maybe,” she said, albeit with little optimism. She stared off across the water, lost in thought, considering the things Tyler had brought up: the DEA, her father, and Virgil, plus what Virgil had told her.

      Two weeks ago, in the middle of the fun-filled pandemonium that was Mango Mania, Ellie had been approached by a former teammate from TEAM 99. Virgil had come with news that set off alarm bells in her mind and threw ice into her veins. According to him, fresh evidence was pointing to the six remaining members of their team being set up for certain missions they had executed. Virgil’s information had come from a shared and trusted connection; they had no reason not to believe it. Ryan Wilcox had been Ellie’s boss for the two years she was working undercover in Afghanistan. He had died while working in Moscow not a week after passing off the information, leaving both Virgil and Ellie with more questions than answers and no easy way to get them. Virgil said he was going to Arizona to speak with Cicero, to see if Ryan had reached out to him as well, to see if they could start clearing up what was becoming an unsettling turn of events. Ellie still hadn’t heard back from Virgil and was beginning to feel unnerved about that too.

      Disconcerting questions now formed the backdrop of Ellie’s daily routine: Who was trying to set them up? Why? And why wait four years after the team had dissolved and everyone had moved on to other things?

      It made no sense.

      Several days earlier, as Pine Island was just beginning to clean up the leftovers from Mother Nature’s tumult, Ellie had decided to try and get access to footage of Ryan Wilcox’s death in Moscow. According to Virgil, Ryan’s murder had been reported as an accident, but Virgil was fully unconvinced. It wasn’t a detail that Ellie thought should stay up for grabs. If video footage or pictures from the scene showed suspicious activity surrounding the events of Ryan’s car wreck, then it would confirm that something sinister was occurring in the shadows. Ellie wasn’t going to just sit around and wait for a couple of feds to come knocking, arresting her for actions that she had been authorized and commissioned to do.

      Ellie had been trained in basic network and cyber analysis. But the information she wanted was located on state-run servers in Russia. Russia employed an Orwellian surveillance network known as The System for Operative Investigative Activities, or SORM. Getting access to it would mean knowing someone on the inside who could get her what she needed. Since Ellie didn’t know anyone that fit the bill, she reconnected with Eugene Ripley, a former cyber operations officer who had worked at Langley’s Directorate of Digital Innovation. As of last year he now lived in Zurich, heading up a cybersecurity consulting firm. Eugene said he might have someone in Ukraine who could get him what she needed, for Ellie to hang tight, and he would be in touch.

      Tyler nudged her with his elbow. “Hey, sourpuss. We’re supposed to be having a good time out here. You managed to get me back on a stupid boat and you don’t see me being a Debbie Downer.”

      She turned to him and managed a half-smile. “Sorry. You’re right.”

      Tyler spread his fingers and grinned mischievously, brought his hands in close. “Do you need a tickle?”

      Ellie jerked and moved away from him. “Try it and you lose a finger.”

      He slowly lifted his chin in defiance. “How about a thumb instead?”

      They stared each other down and broke into laughter.

      “Too soon?” He grinned.

      “I think maybe so.”
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      Virgil’s eyes swam wetly in their sockets. Somewhere from deep within, another, more cognitive part of him was screaming like a drill sergeant, demanding that he stay with it. He took in a breath and looked back at Faraday. “You’re...supposed to be dead. I saw you...die.”

      Faraday huffed indignantly. “No. See, that is where you’re wrong, Virgil. You didn’t watch me die. You left me to die.”

      “You...took a round in the neck. Our readings showed no heartbeat, no life. We couldn’t...get to you.”

      “Your mistake.” Her tone was dry, crisp; her brown hair, once long, was now short, cut above her shoulders. Even in a semiconscious state, Virgil was aware that her eyes were darker than he remembered. Dark green eyes that were now black pools of apathy. If the eyes really were a light into the soul, then it seemed that Faraday had just scurried up from the deepest caverns of hell. If they all really had left her to die in a dusty Somalian alley, then she’d had years to sit on that decision and allow any bitterness to grow deep, thick roots.

      “How...how are you alive?” he asked, and his eyes fell from her face to her neck, where a wide, thick scar sat like a bad patch job of melted plastic.

      “Simple, I suppose. The radicals we were sent to take down in Mogadishu found me in the alley that you all left me in. They got in touch with the right person in D.C. and bartered me for cash. A few million from what I understand. Can you believe someone thought I was worth that much? Maybe it was for my ping pong skills.”

      “But you were...dead.”

      “You might say all the king’s men put me back together again.”

      “So this...is revenge.”

      “Oh, don’t be so nearsighted, Virgil. Of course not. I work for someone else now. Those who saved my life. It’s really that simple.”

      “Who?”

      “Listen, Virgil, I’d love to take you for a beer and catch up, but I do have to run.” Faraday stood up. She extended her arm and put his forehead between the gun’s sights. “Goodbye, old friend.”

      Three rapid shots rang out across the forest. To the east, a bevy of anxious Gambel's quail emerged from a cluster of junipers and relocated.

      Faraday stood over Virgil, her vacant eyes assessing him. Then she fell backward and hit the ground harder than a felled eagle. The barrel of Joe Ferguson's .45 vented tendrils of light gray smoke, and Virgil’s knuckles were white as he gripped the weapon. Suddenly recalling that she seemed to have a hard time dying, Virgil turned onto his side and extended the gun out of the truck. He discharged a final round, and it entered just under her chin. Her head flinched backward.

      Virgil returned to his back and closed his eyes, the pain and the weariness all-consuming now. His arms and chest were shivering, his teeth chattering. He closed his eyes. Over the next few minutes his breathing became more relaxed and, finally, shallow. In the broken and twisted carcass of the truck, he slept.
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      A coastal breeze blew mercifully through the Marco Island neighborhood but found few palms or poincianas to stir. Most had been uprooted, and some still lay where they fell, fallen like wooden soldiers, unable to rise again. Homes all along Fruitland Avenue were missing entire sections of roofs or walls, all of them adorned with bright blue tarps as if they held to some traditional commitment to modesty. The cloudless sky reflected a cornflower blue as the sun burned hot across an island that would take years to recover from Josephine's wrath.

      Ringo walked thoughtfully up the street toward his own modest home, which sat a mile up the island from the marina he had purchased from Ed Wright six years ago. He pondered the soul-wrenching decision he had made last week. The decision that had forced him to choose between those he loved.

      He was going to lay the fedora down.

      Ringo approached his home and paused near the mailbox, where the sidewalk cut out and led to his front steps. A blue pinwheel was set into a flower pot full of orange marigolds. Somehow the flower pot had weathered the storm. The pinwheel, a wordless sign of Ringo’s own invention—like a chalked X on a park bench, spun happily in the breeze.

      He continued toward the house and went up the front steps. He pulled out his keys, unlocked the door, and went in, then walked into the kitchen and took a water bottle from the fridge. He twisted the cap off and drank it all down before raising his voice above normal. “Come,” he said.

      In the back of the house a bedroom door opened and footsteps moved toward the kitchen. Andrés Salamanca stepped into the room.

      Ringo smiled large. “Andrés,” he said, “Would you like a drink?”

      “Thank you, Jefe.”

      Ringo opened the fridge and brought out a can of Coke. He popped the top and handed it to Andrés.

      “Thank you.”

      “What’s the urgent news?” Ringo asked.

      “It’s Kyle Armstrong. Have you heard?”

      “I have not.”

      “He is in a coma at Lee Memorial. He tried to kill himself.”

      Ringo leaned back against the counter and used a single finger to scratch at an eyebrow. “When?”

      “Two days ago.”

      “Have you heard the prognosis?”

      “No, but we’re listening.”

      Ringo inspected his nails as he thought. Finally, he said, “Have Yolanda make preparations to leave Wild Palm. It may take her a while to put things in order.”

      “Chewy has already spoken to her.”

      “Perfect.”

      Andrés said, “Also, Quinton arrived yesterday.”

      Ringo’s brow lifted. “A week early. Did he say why?”

      “I did not ask him.”

      “Set up a meeting in Ionia,” Ringo said. “I can be up there tomorrow evening. There isn’t much more for me to do around here until the insurance checks show up.”

      “Of course.”

      “I want you and Chewy at the meeting as well. I have something to share with all of you.”

      “Ok, Jefe. I will tell Chewy.”

      Ringo examined the younger man’s face. “Andrés, are you familiar with the English word melancholy?”

      “Melan…”

      “Choly,” Ringo finished for him.

      “No, Jefe. I don’t know that word.”

      “It means sad...gloomy. I bring it up because, Andrés, you look melancholy.”

      “Ahh, it’s nothing.” Andrés tried to smile. “I’ll go back now.” He set the Coke on the counter.

      Ringo rested a hand on Andrés’s shoulder. “You and Chewy are like sons to me.”

      Andrés stared at the floor, bit down hard on his bottom lip. “My madre. In the town where she lives, the turf fighting has started again.” Then he straightened his shoulders. “It will be okay.”

      Ringo picked up the Coke, handed it back to Andrés, who nodded a thank you, took a sip, and said, “Some men, they came through her front door and took all they wanted. They didn’t hurt her, but they took much.”

      “I’m sorry, my friend. You should take some time off and go see her.”

      “Thank you. I might when things settle down. Andrés’s jawline tensed and a little muscle pulsed along the edge. “You know, Jefe, only a few years ago there was respect. There was respect for the older people. Now these new young ones take everything from everyone.”

      “You’re scared for her.”

      “Yes.”

      “Think about going to see her soon. Now, be safe going back. I’ll see you all tomorrow evening.”

      After Andrés left, Ringo remained in the kitchen, leaning back against the counter, arms crossed, pondering the younger man’s plight and the slick mess that Kyle Armstrong had just spread across his lap.
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      Ellie waited for everyone to disembark into her backyard before guiding the Bayliner onto the lift and bringing it out of the water. Tyler stood in the yard, motionless, looking numbly at the grass, appearing a little worse for wear. He removed his ball cap and ran a hand through his sandy brown hair. Chloe ran up to him.

      “See, Mr. Tyler, that was fun!”

      He squatted down to her eye level and smiled. “I guess maybe it was. Your Aunt Ellie was a lot better at driving this boat than the last time I got on one with her.”

      Ellie rolled her eyes and stepped off the Bayliner and onto the top of the seawall. “Well, the breeze was about forty knots less than last time. That may have had something to do with it.”

      “Chloe, let’s get you into the shower,” Katie said. Chloe reached in and gave Tyler what was, in her mind, a bear hug. She growled as she squeezed. He growled back.

      “You’re fun,” she told him.

      “You’re fun too.”

      She let him go, and Katie said a quick goodbye to Tyler as she shepherded her daughter through the back door. Citrus, Ellie’s Jack Russell, who had been scratching and whining from the other side of the door, shot out of the house like he was on fire and jumped up into Tyler’s arms.

      “Whoa there, Bucko.” Tyler grabbed the dog and roughed a hand over his head. He looked at Ellie. “You really need to stop putting rocket fuel in his water bowl. I told you that was only for the rocket.”

      Ellie set a couple of fishing poles against her house and called Citrus over. He struggled off Tyler and bounded to his owner, sitting at her feet and looking up at her like she held the patent on dog biscuits.

      “I’m not going in yet,” she said. “I have to flush the engine.” He whined and sat there staring at her, his head vibrating with energy, his eager eyes alternating between his owner and the canal. “Look,” Ellie said. “I didn’t take you out today because you would have found a way to accidentally knock Chloe overboard.” Ellie put her hands on her hips. “I’m not sure I want you getting wet right now.” Citrus’s entire body started to tremble. He pawed at her and yipped, then looked back to the water. Ellie sighed. “Fine. Okay. Go on.”

      Then, like he had been ejected from a slingshot, Citrus barked and ran out of the backyard, disappearing around the house. Tyler stood up and looked at his watch. They waited. Citrus finally appeared on the other side of the house, ran across the narrow strip of grass that was the backyard, and vaulted off the seawall, falling spread-eagle into the salty water.

      Tyler looked at his watch again, yelled down to the dog. “Eleven seconds. You’re getting slow.”

      A yip from the water.

      “You want to stay for lunch?” Ellie asked Tyler. “I can run up to Winn-Dixie and grab some sandwich stuff. Even some hot dogs, if you’re so inclined.”

      “You’re pushing your luck,” he said. “I got on a boat today.”

      “There is such a thing as ‘all beef’ dogs, you know.”

      “I prefer meat that isn’t emulsified by people in white lab coats. For instance, a slab of steak.”

      “So do you want to stay or not?”

      “Thanks, but I should get back to work. Those trees won’t walk away by themselves. I hear that the rotting process could take up to twenty years. I don’t want to wait that long. It would be highly irritating to my patrons.”

      Ellie felt a tinge of disappointment at Tyler’s reply. “I thought you had some help with clearing the trees,” she said.

      “I did for a couple days. But it’s the same as your uncle’s situation. Everyone who would typically volunteer is still busy working on their own properties. All my safety officers and instructors are further south, helping their families with cleanup and repairs. All I have at my disposal right now is Casey, but I’d already planned to send him to rangemaster training in Tampa this week. Then add that to the bar’s materials getting delivered tomorrow and you catch my dilemma.”

      The entire west coast of Florida up to Tampa had been affected by the storm. Piles of vegetative refuse now perched on the edges of the island’s roads like misplaced burial mounds, waiting for overworked county trucks to come and haul them away. Even with all the cleanup at Reticle, Tyler had offered up his time to help repair the damage to The Salty Mangrove. The island’s favorite bar had seen its covered seating area ripped away by the storm. Major, Ellie’s uncle and the bar’s owner, was still fifty miles south at Marco Island, coordinating cleanup and insurance claims at his marina down there, which had been decimated by the higher winds and storm surge.

      Ellie was good at a great many things. Framing in a structure was not one of them. “Thanks for helping Major out,” she said. “That’s kind of you.”

      “Glad to. He’s got enough to deal with right now.” Tyler stepped in close and gave her a goodbye hug and an accompanying peck on the cheek as he pulled back. He lingered a fraction longer than usual, and Ellie smelled a combination of sweet sweat and musky deodorant. Her faced warmed. “Get out of here,” she said. “I’ll see you later.”

      “And you’ll be super glad when you do.”

      Ellie watched him disappear around a cluster of fan palms rooted at the front corner of her house. She bent down and picked up the hose, unsnaked it, and pulled it over to the boat. She stepped back into the Bayliner and tugged the hose over to the transom, then removed the flush connector from the engine and threaded on the hose. After it was snug she returned to the spigot and turned it on halfway. The engine needed a good fifteen minutes to flush. Citrus continued making his rounds up the doggy ramp and flinging himself back into the water.

      As Ellie returned to the boat and brought out the cooler and the last of the rods, her thoughts turned again to her father. When Ryan Wilcox was still alive, Ellie had been content to patiently wait for answers that she knew he would deliver in time. It had been Ryan who had informed her that her father was still alive, that Frank O’Conner had not, as he had led everyone to believe, been killed in a late-night car accident two years ago.

      Earlier in the week, as soon as she had hung up with Eugene Riser, Ellie had put in a call to Nathan Price, an old and trusted contact at Langley. She explained the situation surrounding her father and asked him to see if he could find anything on Frank O’Conner besides an online obituary in the Pine Island Eagle. Ellie informed Nathan that, as far as her father had ever led his family to believe, he had worked at the Department of Justice for the last twenty-five years. But in light of recent events and the shared connection in Ryan, Ellie was now thinking that her father either worked for the CIA or the other side, whatever side that might be. Allowing herself to consider that her father might be on the wrong team drew up deep feelings of guilt, as though she were betraying all that she knew to be true about him.

      But the hard reality was, she just didn’t know anymore.

      Nathan Price was as good an officer as they came, and a wonderful husband and father of three. During her two years in Afghanistan, Nathan had been Ellie’s stateside intelligence analyst, working closely with her and her team to provide up-to-date intel on Assam Murad and his terrorist cousin, Fahad Sarkaui. He had since been promoted to an operations director, based out of Virginia. Nine months ago, after Ellie chose to leave the CIA and arrived back in the U.S. for three weeks of exit debriefings, Nathan and his wife had her over to their house for dinner on a couple of occasions. Once her dismissal was finalized, Nathan told Ellie to reach out should she ever need anything.

      At the time, Ellie thought it was all behind her. For good. She couldn’t imagine a scenario where she was back here in South Florida, leading a quiet civilian life, suddenly needing to call in a favor to someone within the intelligence community. But a week ago, she had reached out to two such people in a single day.

      Ellie kept the hose running and went inside, leaving her amphibious canine to his water-bound ways. She went to the kitchen sink and washed her hands. On top of everything else there remained one additional barb pricking against a quiet conscience.

      She still hadn’t told her sister that their father was alive.

      When Ellie had found out three months ago, Katie was still living in Seattle and wasn’t talking to her. But everything had changed several weeks ago, when Ellie picked Katie and Chloe up from the airport and brought them back to their childhood home here on the island. In the last several weeks, whenever Katie mentioned their father, Ellie felt like a traitor. Katie had just as much right to know as Ellie did, she knew that. When Ryan was still alive, Ellie had decided to withhold it from her sister because she had no answers. But now things had changed.

      Katie stepped out of the hallway bathroom, where Chloe was taking a shower, and shut the door. She walked into the kitchen. “Tyler leave?” she asked.

      “He did. I offered for him to stay for lunch, but he said he needed to get back to work. I think maybe he’s a little queasy.”

      “Are you two ever going to start dating?” Katie opened the refrigerator and brought out a cold can of LaCroix. “Because if you’re not, I’m thinking about asking him myself.”

      “You’re not his type.”

      “What’s that mean?”

      “He likes blondes.”

      “Well, I can dye my hair. Ellie, that little cleft on his chin. And the stubble...”

      “Stop...”

      Katie took a sip of her water and shrugged. “Well, you know I’m right.”

      A picture of Frank O’Conner hung on the wall directly behind Katie, taken several years ago by Major. Ellie had probably been in Brussels at the time. Frank O’Conner was sitting on a barstool at The Salty Mangrove, beer in hand, looking off somewhere. He wasn’t smiling and he wasn’t frowning. He was just him. Handsome, contemplative, distinguished in his own laid back kind of way. Major had gifted Ellie the photo after she had moved back home. A house-warming gift, he’d said.

      “Hey,” Katie waved a hand in front of Ellie’s face. “Are you all right?”

      “Sorry, yes. Have a seat for a second,” Ellie said, and motioned toward the kitchen table.

      “Okay… If what I said about Tyler was—”

      “No. You’re fine. Really.” Ellie took a seat next to her sister and swallowed hard around a rock in her throat, realizing that she felt more nervous in this moment than when she was looking through a scope, about to take someone’s life. That dryness in the throat, the elevated heart beat, the knowledge that you won’t be able to turn back and change things. Ellie knew that sisters could be mad at each other. But they couldn’t stay that way. Somehow, the universe would always conspire to bring them back together again. Because the blood that made them sisters also made them friends.

      Ellie placed her hand on top of her sister’s. “So, listen,” she said. “There’s something you need to —” she was interrupted by a knock at the front door. She released a frustrated smile. “Hold on.”

      “The suspense,” Katie said.

      Ellie walked across the living room and opened the door. “Well, hello,” she said, a little intrigued. It was Mark Palfrey, her former partner.

      “Hey, Ellie. Do you have a minute?”
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      The television was mounted high in the corner and emanated a nearly undetectable whine. It was set to her favorite team—the Chicago Cubs—playing their bitter rivals, the St. Louis Cardinals; the Cubs up seven to three in the eighth.

      The door to her room opened to a tall, broad-shouldered man with a strong jaw, strong nose, and rugged features. He was bald, in a rugged sort of way. She had always thought him handsome. The older he got the more drawn and creased the lines on the sides of his mouth became. Today, like every day, he was wearing shorts and a sleeveless T-shirt. “Hey, Daddy.”

      “Hey, Kat.” His voice was drawn. Quinton Davis smiled unnaturally and approached her hospital bed, sat into the chair positioned between the bed and the window. Katrina’s eyes remained fixated on the game, but all he could do was watch her. He finally leaned in and placed a gentle kiss on top of her head—across her Cubs bandana—and stroked her pale, browless forehead with his thumb.

      She didn’t take her eyes off the pitch when she asked, “Did they get me into the trials?” She asked it hopefully, optimistically, as an eleven-year-old child who had not yet learned the fine art of closing a hard fist around her own plans for her life.

      He kept stroking her forehead and with his free hand took her frail, clammy hand in his. She turned to him. Her eyes were gaunt, her skin jaundiced. His chin was quivering now. “No, Kat. They...they ran…” He looked away. “Ran out of funding. They can’t take anyone else.”

      “Okay.” She turned back to the television.

      He looked back to her, a devil’s fury raging on the inside, wishing he could take this with the same childlike acceptance as she did. One might think he had just told her she had to wait until after dinner to have a popsicle.

      Okay.

      And it wasn’t even that she failed to understand. She did understand. They had talked about it dozens of times over the last three weeks. It was all they thought about; their final and collective hope. She knew that “No, Kat” meant that her days were drawing up, that soon she would be moving on, leaving her father behind.

      The hot anger within was fueled by the fact that the trials—funded by a non-profit—had no money left to accommodate Katrina Davis. This wasn’t breast cancer. Quinton had just heard on the radio that next year the NFL would have their players wear pink shoes and gloves to raise money to help fight that disease. Real men were about to wear pink after all. This wasn’t heart disease, with financial warriors lobbying on behalf of the American Heart Association. No, his little girl was dying of APL, acute promyelocytic leukemia, an aggressive disease that was but a blip on the radar compared to those other two major killers of mankind. But Katrina wasn’t a blip on the radar. Not his, anyway. She wasn’t a number or a patient or a statistic. She was his daughter and the entire world should be screaming and vying and donating and praying to get her the treatment she needed.

      Kat had no white blood cells left. She had survived her induction therapy, but the chemo hadn’t worked. All other treatments had betrayed her.

      Her attention was fixed on a pop fly heading into left field. “You’ll still finish the list, right?” she asked. “You’ll save Wrigley for last?”

      Quinton nodded and stood, choked out, “Sure, baby. Of course.” Then he made a hasty exit from the room, tapped furiously at the elevator button until its doors opened, and, as they shut, collapsed into a loose bundle of hot tears and wailing grief.

      
        
        ____________________

      

      

      
        
        Nine Days Later

      

      

      Warren Hall stepped from his Jeep Wrangler and walked across the newly paved parking lot, the afternoon humidity condensing on his skin, the sun assaulting the earth with an unrelenting commitment to make the human race as miserable as possible. As he made his way to the front entrance, Warren passed a looming willow tree that stood in the center of the turnabout. He had recently decided, after coming here each day for the last two months, that he liked willows after all. They displayed an inherent grace, their tendrils hanging lazily from hardy branches, the lightest of breezes sending them swaying in elegant unison. A symphony of nature.

      Warren moved more slowly than usual, the large lunch of fried shrimp and conch that he had shared with Frank and Katie sat delightfully heavy in his stomach. At lunch Katie had challenged him to a competition to see who could throw down the most shrimp. He had her beat in ten minutes and accepted her offer to do a load of dishes at The Salty Mangrove. He loved the three he called “his girls.” Warren had no children of his own, and Ellie, Katie, and Katrina were the daughters he never had.

      Katrina. The brightest smile he had ever seen. She was turning twelve tomorrow and he had a surprise party planned for her. Even her father didn’t know. With help from Sharla Potter, Warren had spent the last three days getting in touch with all of Katrina’s friends, planning a party for the ages to be held in her hospital room. Sharla had sweet-talked and Warren had charmed every nurse and administrative personnel needed to get the approval pushed through. A clown was even coming. After that, a magician.

      Katrina hadn’t gotten into the trials...yet. Warren had put in several calls to people who had pockets deeper than their pants legs, and he was just waiting to hear back.

      They couldn’t lose her.

      Her father had opened up a bait shop on Monroe Canal when she was but an infant, wanting to anchor his life so he could give her a stable upbringing. As a fellow member of the Chamber of Commerce and wishing goodwill toward anyone brave enough to open their own small business, Warren had wasted no time introducing himself to Quinton Davis. He even offered to sell Quinton’s bait at his own marina. They soon became fast friends. Sometime after Katrina had entered kindergarten, her father started bringing her by The Salty Mangrove on Friday afternoons, where they would grab a late afternoon snack of fried grouper before going out on the water together. It had remained a tradition of sorts ever since. Warren went with them on a couple of occasions but had somehow felt that he was encroaching on sacred time between father and daughter. From then on he would wave them off when they asked him to join them. At least on Friday afternoons.

      Katrina had matured with a sense of humor that none could attribute to her father nor her mother. Without fail she would have the bar in stitches, embellishing stories about her father’s fishing mishaps, or Warren’s receding hairline, or taking long-winded guesses as to what old man Chesterfield was really saying, being that he never wore his dentures.

      And then she got cancer.

      And not just any cancer. Katrina had been diagnosed with the dreaded APL. She had been riding her bicycle around her cul-de-sac two months earlier when her nose started dumping rivers of blood onto her T-shirt, and shorts, and legs. The next day a bone marrow sample was followed by a bleak diagnosis.

      But if Warren knew anything, he knew that Katrina was a fighter. She should have gotten into trials a month ago. People coming out of them were getting better. But the money just wasn’t there. Last week they thought she might be able to get into a spot that had opened up. But they had been wrong. Still, Warren hadn’t given up. He was going to get that girl into those trials no matter who he had to beg, regardless of the favors he would owe.

      The automatic doors to the hospital shuffled open, and Warren’s Birkenstocks slapped quietly on the vinyl composition floor. He walked to the elevator and pressed the small circular light mounted in the wall. When it opened, he stepped in and went up. He got off on her floor and turned down the corridor. Nurses were whispering at the station, their backs to him. He pushed on the door to Katrina’s room and walked in. Her father was sitting in an armchair looking out the window, his back toward the door.

      Katrina’s bed was missing from the room.

      “Quinton?” Warren said. “Did they take her for more testing?”

      “I hate that willow,” Quinton said, staring out the glass, looking down toward the front of the hospital. “It looks like it’s in constant mourning.” His voice cracked.

      Warren’s throat tightened. “Quinton. Where is Katrina?”

      Quinton turned around. His eyes were puffy, moist with tears. “She’s...gone,” he said it like he was still trying to believe it.

      “What? Gone?”

      “She died, Warren.”

      “Oh, God.” Warren choked, and grabbed at a chair and sat into it.

      “When?”

      “Half hour ago.”

      “I thought—”

      “Intracranial hemorrhage is what they’re calling it. Brain…” he faltered. “Brain bleed.”

      “Gone?” Warren repeated, and then his face took on the same disbelieving look as his friend’s. He leaned forward and put a strong hand on Quinton’s shoulder. “I’m sorry. I’m just so sorry.” His heavy body shook as he wept.

      “What do I do now?” Quinton finally whispered. “I can’t...I can’t go home. She won’t ever be there again.”

      “You’ll stay at my place for a while.”

      “And then what?”

      “We’ll worry about ‘what’ down the road.”

      “I don’t think I can keep my promise, Warren.”

      “What promise?”

      “She...she told me to finish the remaining stadiums. I don’t think I can do it.”

      Warren swallowed back another sob. “You don’t need to think about all that right now.”

      Quinton nodded and wailed into his hands.

      

      Warren sat with his friend for the next half-hour, the nurses and staff leaving them to their privacy for the time being. It wasn’t until a priest and an old family friend showed up at the same time that Warren decided to step out.

      He didn’t walk back to his Jeep. Instead, he turned left after stepping out of the elevator, walking the length of the hospital wing before exiting out a side door. A winding sidewalk led past a prayer garden and around a banyan tree that stood sentinel over a small lake, a place of serenity created for the solace of the grieving and the prayers of the hopeful.

      Warren sat down on a metal slat bench and looked out over the water where a small fountain threw misty water into the air. Millions of droplets sparkled in the sunlight like tiny diamonds, as if there were something to be celebrated. A duck swam by. A frog hopped off a pad and splashed as it entered the water. Swans paddled to the other side. How could such a place as this incubate such grief?

      An unseen dissonance raged within Warren Hall.

      Why hadn’t the world stopped? Why were the birds still singing, the roots of the banyan tree swaying gently, almost happily, just above him, the ducks and the frogs animated, the clematis and coneflower still in vibrant bloom?

      If only they had the money. People were being healed by this new retinoic acid treatment. The only reason Katrina didn't make it was because of funding—money. How many more fathers and mothers, brothers and sisters and grandparents would have to suffer because there was no money left in benevolent coffers?

      Warren Hall didn’t move from his seat on that slatted bench for the next two hours, questions churning in him like an infant hurricane coming off the coast of Africa, stirring up a darkness that would change how Warren Hall would now look at the world.

      He owned a bar and a marina. Quinton owned a bait shop. They weren’t in a position to help others, to keep more families from feeling like some merciless force had reached down into their souls and cut away the best parts of them.

      And it was there, next to the lake, beneath the magnificence of the banyan tree, that it came to him. It came to him in a flash of inspiration that could only be called unholy, cutting through all his moral inhibitions as swiftly as the great lie that had been whispered to Adam as he stood naked in the garden. Warren’s lip curled and his chin rose. He stood up. He walked to the edge of the water, his jaw set hard, the resolve that was hardening deep within his heart finally overcoming the tears still pooled in his eyes.

      A quote from Nietzsche’s pen slowly distilled from his mind to his heart: To survive is to find meaning in the suffering.

      They would be able to help. Warren would ensure that money wasn’t the reason children died and families mourned. He would get the money.

      He would get it by the kilo.
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      “Mark,” Ellie said. “Come in.”

      Mark, who was generally a pressed polo and khakis kind of guy, was wearing shorts and a rainbow tie dye T-shirt with a black and white image of the Fonz stamped across the front. He stepped in and Ellie shut the door.

      The door to the hallway bathroom opened, and Chloe came out wearing fresh clothes and wet hair. She stopped when she saw the unexpected man. She shriveled her nose. “Who are you?” she asked. “Your shirt is weird.”

      “Chloe,” her mother chided, looking at Mark apologetically from across the room, “let’s go to the bedroom and see if we can find something on Netflix.” Katie escorted her daughter back down the short hallway.

      Mark shrugged. “Crazy shirt day at the office. Raising money for the food bank.”

      “Let’s talk outside,” Ellie said, and led the way out. She motioned toward a plastic chair on the edge of her back porch. “Have a seat.” She took the chair across from him.

      Citrus scurried up his little ramp and padded across the grass toward Mark. He pulled up and paused, tilted his head as he realized that the man sitting on his back porch was not Tyler. He looked quizzically at Ellie, Mark, and then back to his owner.

      “Sorry. I guess he doesn’t remember you,” she said. “Citrus, this is Mark. He was here a week ago.”

      Citrus yipped like of course he remembered, and then his ears perked and he placed two paws in the grass and leaned in like he was listening for something. Then he jumped up and chased his tail for several revolutions before running to the edge of the yard and jumping up into the boat.

      “I think I had that much energy...never,” Mark chuckled. “I have never had that much energy.”

      “So what’s up?” Ellie said. “It’s good to see you.”

      “You too,” he said. “Okay, so, two things. First one...Jet is retiring in a few weeks and we all want you at the retirement party.”

      Ellie nearly missed the last half of the sentence because of the first half. Special Agent Tim “Jet” Jahner was nearing sixty and had been with the Fort Myers DEA for twenty of his thirty-plus years with the agency. He was the operational backbone of the local field office, his experience unmatched.

      “Retiring? How did I miss the rumors on that?”

      “Because there were no rumors. He just announced it out of the blue a couple days ago. He’s tired and claims he wants to have more time with his grandkids. If you ask me, I think them letting you go the way they did was the tipping point for him.”

      “Where is the party going to be?”

      “Garrett and his wife are hosting at their place.”

      “Put me down. I wouldn’t miss it. What’s your number two?”

      “Number two…” Mark teased out. His eyes went to her boat, the engine, and the fresh water pouring off it into the canal. “So just how busy are you these days?”

      Ellie’s brow lifted.

      “As you can imagine, I’m back at a desk for now.” Mark was an Intelligence Research Specialist, a role that had him running research into drug trafficking routes and analyzing the flow of money in and out of illegal operations. “I’ve been poking through the ashes of Nunez’s organization, trying to follow the money. Most of his larger transactions occurred offshore, and I’m still waiting to get access to those records. I won’t charm you with all the details, but a local address keeps showing up. A warehouse in Cape Coral. It belongs to a wholesale distribution company—Duncan Industries—that takes on short-term contracts. Basically, in any given month they could be moving sports gear or furniture or widgets. So I get to thinking that they were a logistical arm for Nunez’s product.”

      “Makes sense,” Ellie said.

      “Yes. Except I would be wrong. And you’ll appreciate this next part—the arrests we made at the stash house the night we nabbed Cardoza and Nunez—one of them has finally started talking. Seems that he actually likes his kids and wants to watch them grow up.”

      “And?”

      “And he says the warehouse wasn’t used to move anything for Nunez, that it’s a side operation used as a funnel to get people on the street selling, dealing, pushing product. An employee agency of sorts. Basically, if you want to bring someone on who’s willing to sell dope, this place can provide them.”

      “And Nunez got some of his guys from there?”

      “Yes. And apparently some smaller fish do too.”

      “Any idea how it works?” Ellie stood up and turned off the water that was feeding the hose. She returned to her chair.

      “Our source—Sanchez—said Duncan Industries employs a third shift from off the street. Every weeknight they’ll let in X number of people to work their assembly lines, deliveries, clean up, et cetera. First come, first work, type of thing. Pay you in cash. It’s probably a little setup to get cheap labor and avoid additional payroll taxes. Eventually, if the right people like you they tap you on the shoulder and ask you if you want a real job.”

      “Selling dope?” Ellie said.

      “Yep.”

      Something stirred inside Ellie. Regret that she no longer had a badge. Frustration that  she could no longer play with the big boys. Like Citrus being told he had to stay home while everyone went out on the boat. “So why bring this to me?” she asked.

      The back door growled along its track and Katie popped her head out. “Hey, sorry to interrupt,” she said. “Chloe’s getting a little whiny and she needs a nap. I can’t get her to sleep here. I think I’m going to take her back home.”

      “Sure,” Ellie said, a little disappointed. “We’ll talk later, okay?”

      “Okay. We had fun this morning.”

      “Me too.” Katie shut the door and Ellie brought her attention back to Mark.

      “So,” he continued, “It’s a long shot, I know, but think of where this could lead. At the end of the day someone, somewhere, is connected to Ringo. You and I both know that he’s still around, probably laughing at us. Someone knows who he is.”

      “And you think this could lead us to him?”

      “All I’m saying is it’s a way back in. Ringo’s not a small fish and he might not even use these people to staff his organization. But someone has to know who he is.”

      Ellie leaned forward and set her elbows on her knees, trying to subdue a budding sense of excitement. “Who else knows that you’re bringing this to me?”

      “No one.”

      “No one else?”

      “I’m not going to trouble Garrett with it. He can’t give us sanction to move internally. If I had something more substantial, he probably could. Since he can’t, that’s why I’m here.”

      “And you want me to look into it?”

      Mark’s mouth curved into a smile. “And I want you to look into it,” he repeated. “Unofficially, of course.” He looked back at her boat. “Unless, you know, you’re too busy.”
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      Ringo returned the picture to its spot on the bookshelf, the picture of the young girl with her father. They were behind the bait shop’s front counter, wearing goofy faces, their eyes sparkling with the energy of two people who loved being alive.

      All the photos looked like that. She never did lose that spark. Not even at the end. But after the diagnosis, her father had.

      Ringo adjusted his white fedora as the doorbell rang across the front of the mansion. He shut the door to the upstairs bedroom, walked down the hall, and slid his hand along the iron rail as he slowly descended the narrow spiral staircase. He came down to a room that resembled more of a cathedral than the living room that it was.

      The front door opened and greetings were spoken as Ringo made his way across the Spanish terracotta floor. Quinton Davis appeared beneath the archway wearing board shorts and a sleeveless Cubs T-shirt. The men exchanged smiles and Quinton took the single step down into the living room. They embraced. “You’ve been missed,” Ringo said. He motioned toward the couch and Ringo took the white, oversized chair on the other side of the coffee table. He surveyed his friend. “You look refreshed. Although you have more sunspots on that bald head of yours than when you left,” he said. “It makes you look older than you are.” Andrés and Chewy took seats, Andrés on the other end of the couch, Chewy in a wingback chair.

      “Not all of us can pull off a fedora the way you can,” Quinton said.

      Ringo drummed the tips of his fingers together. “You know they say sunspots are a disease of the soul bubbling up from inside.”

      Quinton’s sinister smile indicated some form of agreement. “Thank you for understanding my need for extra time away. I know it was far longer than we had planned. But it was time for me to come back.”

      “I’m just sorry I couldn't come with you. How was Chicago?”

      Quinton waved him off. “I needed to go it alone. And Chicago was good. Wrigley was everything you would expect.”

      “Good. We’ll talk later, you and I.” Ringo said. “For now, we should get to business.”

      The three men gave Ringo their attention. Ringo idly ran a palm back and forth across the chair’s arm. “I have made a decision that has not come easily,” he said, and looked at each man in turn. The atmosphere in the room suddenly thickened. “I’ll be leaving this business of ours and putting it behind me. For good.”

      He studied their reactions. Andrés’s eyes widened. Quinton raised his brow and slowly sat back into the couch cushion with a long sigh. Chewy presented no visible response. Not even a flick of the eye or a change in his breathing. Just a blank, unreadable stare.

      Ringo waited for them to digest his words. Quinton was the first to speak. “It’s your family,” he finally said.

      “It is.”

      Quinton nodded and ran his tongue across his teeth. Outside, the leaves of a banana tree rubbed gently against the window. “Then I won’t try to talk you out of it.”

      “If I continue down this path,” Ringo said, “there are some things, as you well know, that once you lose, you can never get back.”

      Andrés’s eyes seemed to droop with heaviness. So did his voice. “When?” he asked.

      “Over the next couple weeks I’ll be turning things over to Quinton. I need to remain until we know how this new situation with Kyle Armstrong will resolve.”

      Quinton sighed deeply again. “Have you spoken with Aldrich about this?”

      “No.”

      “He’s not going to like it.”

      “We did this for eight years without him. He can walk away anytime he wants.”

      Quinton shook his head. “He likes the money, the power, too much.”

      “And that concerns me,” Ringo said.

      Quinton looked to his right. “Chewy?” Chewy’s eyes were locked on a marble ashtray atop the coffee table. He didn’t look up, just shook his head.

      Ringo ran a hand across his mouth. “This will be hard on all of us.”

      “We work well together,” Quinton said. “All of us. You’ve always been at the helm.”

      “When you and I entered into this,” Ringo said, “you were plodding through a swamp of grief. One of us needed to think clearly. So I took the lead. You’re just as capable at running this show as I am. Nothing should change, fundamentally. Ringo is greatly feared. But there has been a lot of heat lately. Whatever you do, you must keep the rules we established.”

      Quinton nodded and ran his tongue across his teeth again.

      “Come down to the bar soon and tell us about your trip,” Ringo said. “Everyone over there has missed you.”

      “Certainly.”

      Ten minutes later, Quinton left to return to St. James City, a subdued Andrés and Chewy not far behind him, an appointment of their own to keep. Ringo stood looking out of the floor-to-ceiling windows at the magnificent green lawn, gardens, and the pool that was surrounded by a flagstone path and Cuban palms. He would miss this view, this place. Here he could allow a darker part of himself to flourish. A part of himself that remained hidden from the rest of the world.

      But that wasn’t the hardest thing. In an unspoken way, Ringo had just told Chewy and Andrés that he was giving up one family for another, that they hadn’t made the cut.

      Still, they would all work just as well together without him. And standing there, looking past the terrace and out toward the mighty Caloosahatchee River, Ringo rested in the surety that Quinton would do a fine job.

      There was, however, only one problem.

      Ringo did not know what had happened to Quinton while he was in Chicago. And now, Quinton was not sure he was going to tell him.
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      The warehouse in Cape Coral had been used as a storage facility for surplus lumber until it closed its doors at the turn of the millennium. Bob C. Mefford—and he had always used the C: “Hello, I’m Bob C. Mefford...Bob C. Mefford to see Mr. Ferris”—had been in the lumber business his whole life, callusing his hands early on by following his father’s example and spending his first six years out of high school as a lumberjack in the sawtimber forests of North Dakota. From there he moved into roles such as foreman and procurement manager before finishing up his career in the modest C-suite of a small cap logging company. He finally retired down to South Florida until the unhappy discovery that you could only collect so many seashells and play so much golf before you started to feel a little light between the ears. He loved lumber and he knew lumber, so for the last decade of his life he sourced and sold it surplus. Then, in 1998 Bob C. Mefford took ill and died of a faulty ticker. Nobody knew until he was in a fancy lumber box that he had been up to his earlobes in debt, that for the last five years Bob C. Mefford had been robbing Peter, Paul, and all the rest of the apostles, to pay for month-long trips with his wife to Brazil and South Africa and Sweden, to name a few. His banker, who never was paid on half a dozen loans, was heard quipping that the old man’s brain had quit before his heart. The banker just hadn’t known it at the time.

      The fifty thousand square foot building and its nine-acre lot had sat vacant until six years ago, at which time Duncan Industries had grabbed it up. They never did any upkeep, however. At least not where the exterior was concerned. Large flakes of sun-baked paint were peeling off the walls like dry skin, and a chain link fence that separated the parking lot from the loading bays was rusted out, sections of it near to collapse. Short wooden posts threaded with steel cable formed the boundaries of the parking lot, a hard-packed dirt surface from which weeds happily grew at scattered intervals. An ancillary building made of unpainted clay bricks stood alone, nearer the parking lot, a single electrical wire running from a meter mast on the roofline to the main building twenty yards away.

      Ellie observed through her Chevy’s windshield as down-and-outers slowly emerged from the darkness like wandering spirits and started to form the loose semblance of a line; people with bad debt to pay, empty stomachs, users looking for quick cash. The first to arrive stopped at the base of a short metal staircase that led up to an exterior door. Ellie glanced at the time. Twenty minutes before eleven.

      Thirty-six hours ago, when Mark slipped Ellie the information on the warehouse, Ellie knew that he had done so with full knowledge that she wouldn't be able to stay away. Being released by the DEA had left Ellie experiencing a functional paralysis; wanting to keep moving forward but unable to do so.

      Eventually, the DEA would go after Ringo. Tracking drug dealers and their sources was what they did. But as things currently stood, the local Fort Myers office, being subject to derelict leadership at the Miami division, was caught up in a perfect storm of misplaced priorities, underfunded budgets, and brown-nosing politics. Mark had given Ellie this new bit of information because their office wanted Ringo as badly as she did. If she could find anything substantial on Ringo, then Mark could get the agency to move against him.

      A dullness crept into Ellie’s chest whenever she thought of her misstep with Eli Oswald. She had found Oswald, and she had found the man he had kidnapped and tortured. But what hadn’t stopped gnawing at her since was her failure to press Oswald for anything further about Ringo. His words, now a ghostly taunt, echoed through her mind: “Curtis seems to think that whoever Ringo is owns a business down in St. James City.” At the time she’d been so focused on finding Oswald’s kidnap victim. She also assumed she would have time to question him later and hadn’t pressed him any further on the matter. But now Oswald was dead and all that he had known about Ringo was gone with him. His buddy Curtis Smith still remained at large, not currently a resource.

      A small skirmish had started in the center of the line. A few men wearing durags and baggy clothes were gesturing and laughing at an older man leaning into a crutch. One of them grabbed the old man by the shoulders and spun him around, then kicked his crutch out from under him. The agitators stood back, pointing and laughing. Ellie put her hand on the door handle, ready to jump out, to defend the old man and help him up. But then she removed her hand from the door. She wouldn’t risk being seen.

      The old man struggled back to his feet, assisted by a middle-aged lady, his accosters snickering at him before turning back to each other and talking amongst themselves.

      At exactly eleven o’clock the exterior door swung open and two men emerged, one holding a clipboard, one with enough muscle to act the part of a bouncer. Starting with the first in line, Clipboard Guy took names and, after scribbling each one down, allowed them to enter the building one by one. Ellie counted thirteen people before the man with the clipboard held up his hand and said something that made the line groan unhappily. Then he went inside, his larger associate following. The door was pulled shut and the rest of the line quietly dissembled, everyone going back to their homes, tents, or boxes.

      Ellie waited until darkness reabsorbed everyone before starting her truck and pulling out. Tomorrow night she would be homeless, in need of a job.

      But first, a trip to the thrift store was in order.
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      Washington, D.C.

      

      The packet sat unwanted and undesired on his desk like it was yesterday’s lunch. Deputy Secretary of Energy Scott Reardon steepled his fingers beneath his chin and stared at the large white envelope into which he had just returned sixteen printed photos and a USB drive containing three audio files.

      Someone had been tracking him, watching him. The photos were not of him simply getting into his car or walking up the drive toward his house. Rather, the photos had him at two different meetings this past month; one in Nevada, one in Croatia. The trips had been on his formal itinerary; the true content of the meetings, of course, had not. The first meeting had been with Bill Lollard, the Chief Technology Officer of Solaron Solutions, a clean energy corporation that specialized in storing energy created by intermittent sources such as solar and wind. The objective of Reardon’s brief visit with Lollard had been to secure oversight of specific power storage contracts, a move that would put him in control of the contract’s terms and fulfillment options. Illegal, yes. But Reardon had been putting his hand into the wrong cookie jars for most of his life. The second meeting with Venton Vesili had occurred across the Atlantic. The last fifteen years had seen Vesili systematically consolidating most of the energy rights in his country beneath his private control. His meeting with Vesili had been a bit less productive, with Vesili reluctant to continue having Reardon along for the ride. Reardon had already finalized a retaliatory course of action. By this time next week Vesili would be doing business with him, as well as cleaning up a very large mess. The audio captured from the meeting in Croatia was not very clear and, fortunately, would not make for a juicy sound bite for the media to use. On the other hand, the two audio clips from his meeting with Lollard would be a stick full of hand-spun cotton candy for the newscasters. They would eat it right up.

      The photos could easily be dismissed as the Deputy Secretary of Energy conducting archetypal meetings with those at the forefront of global energy innovation and commerce. But the pictures did not stand alone. Reardon did not engage in off-the-books meetings without couching his language in cryptic terms—his own Newspeak, as it were. Nevertheless, the media, always looking for a new bone to pick the meat from, would cull his words.

      His cold gray eyes fixated on the envelope as he considered the irony of its very presence. He had commissioned envelopes and packets just like this one dozens of times over the last three decades. Now, he supposed, it was his turn.

      His recent move from the Defense Intelligence Agency into the Department of Energy had been strategic. After his predecessor had stepped down it didn’t take much maneuvering for the President to appoint Reardon to this new position. It afforded him the opportunity to be close to developing technologies and to forge new connections and relationships with those who were currently running the global energy markets, both existing and developing. The DOE was on the forefront of scientific research into new and innovative means of energy. Reardon wasn’t going to miss out on his share of the energy pie, a pie that had been, over the years, getting much larger.

      His own path into the halls of power had been forged over thirty years ago when he was a summer intern for William Musgrove, the then governor of Indiana, at a time when Reardon was learning the advantages of being diligent and resourceful, idealistic and ambitious.

      He and his girlfriend at the time, Wendy Hooper—and what a red-headed hottie she had been—had just returned to Indianapolis from Elkhart, where he had taken her, an aspiring photographer, to the Ruthmere Mansion. She had wanted to try her new camera out on the home’s stone cartouches, marble piazzas, and hand-painted murals. As he thought back to that evening, Reardon remembered the camera being a Canon T90. Some might think it an odd bit of detail to recall, but then does a Powerball winner easily forget his winning numbers?

      That afternoon the two of them roamed the manicured grounds and the mansion’s interior, and when the bottom of Wendy’s satchel was full of undeveloped film they left and rode the three hours back to Indianapolis bathed in golden light from the west. When they pulled up to her home, her favorite cousin, who had been studying in Barcelona for the past two years, came bounding down the front steps. Wendy squealed, flew out of the car, and, in a hurried fashion that left Reardon mildly agitated, told him she would see him tomorrow. Then she and her cousin, arms locked, giggled all the way up the steps and disappeared inside.

      Reardon pulled off her curb and wove his way through the subdivision. Wendy’s neighborhood was a typical middle-class arrangement, and the fastest way back to Interstate 465 was to cut through Ridgeline Estates, a community of upper-class townhomes, each possessing more square footage than three average homes on Wendy’s street.

      He braked at a stop sign, turned right, and continued down the street. A couple was sitting in a car, talking. Nothing unusual there, except that his heart thumped a little faster when he realized that he recognized one of them. And not just anyone. So he drove around the block again and came back down the same street for a second glance.

      William Musgrove was in the driver’s seat of that car.

      He stopped thirty feet in front of them and flipped his visor down. He had only begun his short internship with the governor’s office three weeks ago—at the end of the summer he would head to D.C. to kick off his first year at George Washington University—so the odds were slim-to-nothing that the old man would even recognize him. Reardon had only met the governor twice. He had begun to understand that unless one looked very much like the young lady sitting in the car with him or had the potential to write a fat check toward his next campaign, the good governor was quite apt to forget you.

      But there was Musgrove, his ample weight forcing the struts to give on the front of the car, alone with a woman who wasn’t his wife and who looked fifty years younger than the man’s mother ought to be. Reardon knew for a fact the governor did not have a daughter, although the young lady he was chatting with certainly could have been. There was no harm, of course, in having a friendly conversation with another adult. Expect that a tiny voice far back in the recesses of his mind was whispering that there was something here to consider and maybe even something to document, and that perhaps the universe had just endowed a magnificent gift upon him.

      Those, of course, were the mid-eighties, prior to disposable Kodaks, digital cameras, or smartphones—before your phone, your television, your music player, and your camera were all the same device. Nevertheless, out of some frantic, unconscious impulse, Reardon looked around for something, anything that could help him record the next several minutes (what was he going to find, an Etch A Sketch?). And that was when he saw Wendy’s camera on the floorboard of his Celica. He grabbed it up, checked the film tray. It was empty. He quickly searched through the car—glove box, between the seats, under the seats, console—and came up empty. Hot little Wendy had left him with a weapon and no ammo. So Reardon had done what any aspiring politician would. He eased off the curb with his head turned away, passed up their car, and, after turning at the next stop sign, gunned his Celica out of the neighborhood and down Avery Avenue until he saw the Buy-Go Mart on the other side of the street. He tore a U-turn at the intersection and double parked in front of the store, where a sign in the window said that everything but dishware was currently ten percent off. Ninety seconds later he was back in the car, speeding up the street while he unwrapped the film and loaded it into the camera. Another half mile and he was screaming back into Ridgeline Estates, and when he glanced into his rear view mirror he saw an older man who was watering his grass, raising a fist toward him, yelling something Reardon couldn't hear but could easily deduce.

      He slowed again at the stop sign and approached where he had seen the Hoosier State’s leader. A genuine surge of excitement shot through him when he saw that they were still there, still sitting in the car talking. Five minutes later, just as Reardon was beginning to think that the tiny voice had misled him and his aspirational zeal had gotten the better of him, both doors opened at the same time and the governor stepped out into the fading sunlight. He quickly produced a flat cap and set it low over his forehead. Looking briefly around—completely missing his intern less than ten yards away—with his hand across the lower back of his lady friend, he led her toward the door.

      Reardon brought the camera up, watched the couple.

      Walking quickly up the steps hand-in-hand. Snap.

      Kissing in the living room. A living room with a fortuitously wide bay window. Snap.

      Upstairs and the governor glancing briefly out the window before shutting the curtains. Snap. Snap.

      The governor leaving an hour later, quickly walking down the steps with her standing in the doorway wearing a cotton bathrobe, blowing him a kiss goodbye. Snap.

      At the time, Reardon had only seen twenty-two summers and his hands were shaking as he focused the lens and clicked away; not for fear of being caught or because of the vulgarity of what he was witnessing, but out of sheer anticipation for what this was going to mean for his career. He took the film to an overnight lab and, in the morning when he went to pick them up, was nearly gleeful at the quality of the photos, seeing that he had been nearly out of daylight at the time. If politics ever fell through for him—and he knew now that it wouldn't—he could be a photographer.

      He had to wait for his moment until late that afternoon. The governor had been out of the office the first half of the day, speaking to a group of high schoolers in Bloomington about the social benefits of maintaining the moral conscience of America.

      Reardon waited until he got back and, after clearing five minutes with the governor with his secretary, he went in, shut the door, and thanked the governor for giving him a moment.

      “Of course. Now, tell me, who are you again?”

      “I’m one of your summer interns, sir. Scott Reardon.”

      “And what is it I can do for you?”

      Reardon leaned forward and calmly set the photos on the desk. The governor picked them up and Reardon felt a surge of intoxicating adrenaline rush into him as the old man’s face registered the gravity of what he was holding.

      “Where did you get these, boy?” he bellowed.

      “I took them myself, sir.”

      To that, the confounded governor gave a pause that was longer than his belt. “And what are you planning on doing with these? Are these the only copies?”

      “What do you think, sir?”

      “Son,”—the color in the governor’s face started to resemble that of a Red Delicious apple—“I’m not sure you understand the gravity of what you’ve just done. This is most inappropriate.”

      Reardon nodded. “I totally agree, sir. One hundred percent. I wonder just how inappropriate your wife will think they are. Or your constituents.”

      The governor stood, jammed a plump finger toward his intern. “Now I want you to leave and just forget all about this nonsense. You’re in way above your head, young man. And you are fired too. I don’t ever want to see your face again.”

      “No.”

      “I’m sorry?”

      “I said, no. Get your ears checked, Governor. I’m not leaving. In fact, if you want to continue working behind this desk then you are going to do a few things for me.”

      Snap—Snap—Snap—Snap. And that was how Scott Reardon got his career.

      The years followed, and he worked strategically up the political ladder, doing so with a rare kind of finesse. He added value wherever he went, often with great commitment and energy, even helping to advance the political ambitions of those he had dirt on. Including the likes of Governor Musgrove. Reardon interned again in Indianapolis the next summer, and even though the zipper-happy governor held no future benefit for Reardon (he had already spent the last year making the necessary connections in D.C.), Reardon made sure to lead a charge among young professionals for Musgrove’s re-election. It was an irony that the men that Reardon put under his thumb ended up very much liking him, even if they were a little nervous about it. Getting behind their cause, whatever it was, made them feel that Reardon was, somehow, on their side.

      The first decade he had never asked for money. Never. Not once. Didn’t matter who it was. Early on he had only asked for heartfelt introductions. Politics was about who you knew and what they thought of you. At twenty-two, if Scott Reardon had known only one thing, it was that. But eventually he came to see how many men in power had spines made of jelly, and he began to utilize his knowledge of their lesser morality to accumulate more power, pushing through deals that ended with Reardon making a great deal of money. The kind of money the IRS knew nothing about. The kind of money that smeared invisible blood across your palms.

      Reardon stood, stepped over to his window, and looked out. The James V. Forrestal Building, home to the U.S. Department of Energy, sat along Independence Avenue, and from his window on the fourth floor of the North Building, Reardon could see the Smithsonian Institution and the National Mall beyond. At least “We the People” were easily distracted. One day's political gossip was quickly forgotten by the next day’s tragedy. Still, he didn’t like the temporary attention or the internal audits this information would bring. Attention often meant nosy people started poking around corners they previously didn’t even know were there. It meant that the wrong people started asking the right questions.

      It wasn’t the leak that he was concerned about; it was who did the leaking—who had been following him, and why. Reardon went back to his desk and opened the middle drawer, reached in the back, and brought out an old cell phone manufactured fifteen years ago. He flipped back the cover and dialed. It was answered on the third ring.

      “Tomorrow night,” Reardon said. “Ten o’clock under the oaks.” The line went dead, and, as he slipped the phone into the inside pocket of his suit jacket, his desk phone beeped and his secretary's voice came through. “Sir, I’ve got a Rita Simmons from Russia Today on line three. She said she was curious to know if you received the same information she did?”

      Reardon’s heart stopped. He sighed. “Put her through.” He sat back into his chair. Out of an unconscious habit, he adjusted his tie before snatching up the receiver. “Scott Reardon.”

      The lady at the other end introduced herself and then, “I want you to know that I am in possession of information that seems to have you working—how might you say it?—deals under the table.”

      “Is there a question, Miss Simmons?”

      “I would like to extend an invitation for us to meet tonight and offer you a chance to explain before we take this to the air.”

      “I have no comment, Miss Simmons. Do what you will. I would, however, encourage you to ensure that you have your facts straight first. You of all people will know that you cannot have facts without context. Get the context wrong and your facts will be also.” Then he hung up. He would not meet with Rita. Doing so would, by its very action, indicate that he had something to defend, that the information she had been provided somehow needed to be cleared up, or that it even mattered enough for him to want to clear it up. No, she could run with her little story.

      He would get out of this. It was only a hiccup. Still, he didn’t like hiccups, especially when they were about to be broadcasted on a major news network. He would make a few calls, and no one important would pursue it. The whole thing would fizzle out like a forgotten can of soda. And yet, it wasn’t going to run its course without his reputation taking a hit, and that was what really nagged at him. Public was never a good thing; not in his line of work, not where appearances were the most valuable of currencies.

      Whoever had sent the packets had been smart, strategic; they knew just who could invoke the most damage. Had it been given to a major American network like Fox or NBC, Reardon would have had to make one brief phone call and it would have never made it on the air. It wouldn’t have even been filed at the bottom of some dusty drawer. It would have just disappeared. Justin Bieber, eight alarm apartment fires, bi-partisan politics, and live births of baby giraffes would continue to feed America’s incessant need for entertainment.

      A knock at his office door.

      “Come.”

      Titus Clark stepped into the room. Clark, a former Army lieutenant, had functioned as Reardon’s personal assistant for the last eight years. He shut the door and walked across the polished wood floors.

      “Sir, I know you’re dealing with this new situation, but I have some more bad news.”

      Reardon waved him on.

      After they received the envelope earlier that day, Clark had spent nearly an hour searching his boss’s office for bugs or wires. He found nothing. Even so, he lowered his voice. “The...research team that you sent to Arizona. They didn’t make it.”

      “They were scheduled to be out there two nights ago. Why am I just now hearing that they didn’t arrive?”

      “No, sir. I don’t mean they didn’t get there. I mean they didn’t make it. They’re dead.”

      Scott Reardon was not a man to outwardly react. He had, long ago, made a habit of living behind an emotional shroud. But at this news an eye flinched and the edges of his nostrils rimmed white as they flared. His voice was steady, but behind his tie his heart had quickened. “Dead? Explain.”

      After sharing the facts as he understood them, Clark said, “The man who killed Miss Cornish…” He trailed off.

      “Out with it.”

      “Sir, it was Number Four on the list. It was Virgil.”

      Reardon’s eyes moved into slits. “How is that possible?”

      “We don’t know. Intelligence less than two weeks old had him in Panama.”

      “And where is he now?” Reardon asked.

      “From what we’ve been able to dig up, Miss Cornish wounded him and also took out the driver of his getaway. Some old man living in a cabin in the woods. The truck flipped. It’s unclear at the moment who found Number Four. He was stabilized in Flagstaff yesterday morning and then flown out to Banner Hospital in Phoenix. That’s where he is now.”

      Reardon slowly ran an open hand across his mouth. Finally, with his typical decisiveness, he said, “Move him up on the list. Get someone over to that hospital. Now.”

      “Yes, sir. Should I green light anyone specific?”

      Reardon steepled his fingers beneath his chin and looked through, not at, his assistant. He nodded. “Yes. Yes, you should.”
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      Ellie stepped out from the cover of the dry dock building and walked across the wooden deck toward the bar. Her bright blonde hair shone in the September sun, and her sandals slapped quietly against her heels. Quinton Davis was still on a barstool, talking with Fu and Gloria, and Major was behind the counter replenishing the garnish tray with cherries, limes, and pineapples. A dish towel was draped across a shoulder. The bar’s tiki roof had been repaired, now made up of old and new palm fronds that made it look like the hut had received skin grafts.

      When Ellie moved back to St. James City and bought her house on Lime Avenue, it had been Quinton who had come over and helped repair the motor on her boat lift. It was an unchangeable law of the universe that things started to fall apart as soon you purchased a home. Things that inspections showed to be sturdy and sound started to snap, burn out, or dislodge the moment your pen finished riding across that small mountain of paperwork. Quinton and Major had become friends as Ellie went into high school, but she hadn’t gotten to know Quinton very well before she went off to college. She knew that his daughter had died many years back and that Major had taken it very hard. Several months ago, Quinton had left on a trip to fulfill a promise he’d made to his daughter before she passed. That was all Major had offered up when she asked him about it, and Ellie felt like she would be guilty of emotional trespassing to inquire any further.

      Ellie stepped in behind the bar, grabbed a glass, and filled it with water. “Hey, kiddo,” Major said.

      “Hey,” she said. “Good having your friend back?”

      He pressed the lid back onto the garnish container and started rinsing his hands. “Yes,” he said quietly. “I’m glad, for his sake, it’s behind him.”

      Gloria’s strong, bird-like nose dipped into her glass as she took a long sip of her piña colada. She motioned toward Ellie as she swallowed. “Oh, Ellie, Quinton was just telling us all about his trip to all the baseball stadiums.” She poked her husband in the shoulder. “Fu, we should go visit sometime.”

      Fu started to give his customary nod of agreement when he resettled himself on his barstool and a clatter ensued, followed by a thunk, and then a dissonant thump. Fu’s eyes widened and suddenly it looked like his face was dealing with a hard case of sunburn. Everyone followed his gaze down toward his feet. Or foot, rather. Fu’s prosthetic leg now lay on the deck, having made a successful retreat from his body.

      “Oh,” Gloria said. She started to get up, but Quinton stopped her.

      He stood up, bent down, and retrieved the leg. He set it on the bartop and looked at Fu. He rested a hand on his shoulder. “Sorry Fu, I know it’s hard to walk away from something like this.”

      The bar broke up and Gloria looked at her husband. “I keep telling you to get fitted for another one.” Fu nodded timidly and drained the last of his rum.

      “We love you, Fu,” Ellie smiled, and Fu’s embarrassment seemed to wane.

      Quinton returned to his stool, leaving the leg on the bartop where it sat like an irreverent table decoration. “Ellie,” he said, “I hear you’ve been quite busy since I’ve been gone.”

      Before she could answer, Gloria said, “Oh, she has. Ellie helped take down all these drug dealers. It was even in the paper. Well, not her name, of course, but the people she took down. She’s a local hero if you ask me.” Gloria beamed like a proud aunt.

      Quinton’s gaze drifted over to Major who briefly met it and then returned to wiping down the back counter.

      “It’s a good feeling.” Wanting to get such attention off herself, she said, “Quinton, I walked over to the bait shop a couple times while you were gone. Abel seemed to be doing a great job holding things down for you.”

      “I’m lucky to have him. I couldn’t have been gone as long as I was without him.”

      “I hope your trip was healing,” Ellie said.

      Quinton looked at his beer and used his thumb to wipe a bead of sweat from the bottle. He ran his tongue across the front of his teeth. “Thank you, Ellie. It was. In ways I hadn’t expected.” He swiped at the bottle again. “You know, she would have been twenty-one this year. Could have sat here and enjoyed one of these with me.” His head shone in the early afternoon sun like an over-polished bowling ball, browning sunspots scattered across his scalp. He pulled out of it and smiled, stood up. “I’m sure I’ve got work to do.” The prosthetic limb still sat atop the bar. Quinton patted it and said, “It’s time we broke up. Don’t try to follow me.” Everyone chuckled as he said goodbye, and Fu stared thoughtfully at his leg.

      Ellie motioned toward the ceiling. “Major, we need to get some Christmas lights back in here. I hate to say it, but I think some poor fisherman is going to pull up the previous strings from the bottom of the Sound.”

      Major folded his arms and looked up. “Agreed. I’ll tell you what. I’ll get some today and you can hang them tomorrow.” He winked at her. She always felt safe when he did that. Like she wouldn't want to be anywhere else.
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      A three-car collision on Veterans Parkway had Ellie in a short line of stand-still traffic for nearly twenty minutes, putting her at the warehouse as many minutes behind schedule. She parked her truck at a nearby bowling alley and negotiated the cracked and potholed side streets to the warehouse, entering the grounds through a cluster of photinia. Frustration crept through her when she counted over fifteen people already in line. She walked across the dirt lot and fell in line, bringing up the rear. She recognized a few people from the night before, all wearing the same worn clothing. Ellie wore cutoff jean shorts, a white tank top over a black bra, and worn, burgundy Doc Martens that laced up past her ankles. An hour ago she’d spent time in front of the mirror touseling her hair, overusing product, and rough-drying it, giving it a messy, unwashed look.

      The evening was breezeless, dark, and quiet, the humidity bathing the night in a thick, unseen cloud of moisture that was drugging the night into sluggishness. Even the cicadas seemed tired, and the frogs and peepers had gone quiet.

      The minutes ticked away, and more people fell in behind her, starting with a girl that Ellie took for no older than eighteen. Her face was thin, her blonde hair twisted into thick dreadlocks, some held together by thin silver clamps. Her eyes were tired, dark circles beneath them. She looked sad. Ellie caught her eye but said nothing and looked away. It was still ten minutes before the door was scheduled to open and more people came out of the shadows and extended the line. Ellie noted how quiet everyone was. There was no light banter, no conversation. Just a cough here and there, and a couple people mumbling to themselves.

      It wasn’t long before snickering broke out behind her, followed by the girl in dreadlocks telling someone to knock it off. Then the girl pressed hard up into Ellie, forcing her to take a step forward into the woman in front of her. Ellie found her footing and turned around. Three young men, two white, one black, all matching in black jeans and durags were laughing. The shortest one, a heavy white man with a tattoo of praying hands on his neck, was poking at the girl in dreadlocks, laughing and making sexually charged comments. Behind him, his friends were still snickering. They were the same guys that had sent the man in crutches to the ground the night before.

      The girl’s gaze was on her feet as she tried to ignore them. Her eyes said she was scared.

      Ellie stepped out of the line.  She calmly addressed the instigator. “Hi. Would you mind leaving this young lady alone? Please.”

      The girl’s head lifted.

      The shorter man snarled. “Get outta here. We ain’t done nothing.”

      “Can you just keep your hands to yourself? And your comments. That’s all I’m asking.”

      He sized her up, his top lip curling. “I’ve never seen you before. And I know I would have remembered your pretty face.”

      Ellie ignored him and returned to her spot in the line, just as the door swung open. The same man from last night—stocky with a thick goatee—stepped to the side. “Just your name,” he called out, and looked back to his clipboard. The strong man from last night was different, but his muscle still spoke over his silence. He surveyed the line indifferently and then took a step to the side until he was positioned against the doorframe. Ellie went up the steps and gave her name as Heather Smith. She listened as the girl gave hers: Abby Norton, and she was the last one allowed in. The men with durags didn’t make the cut. Ellie walked through the door and stepped off to the side as she had been directed. They were in a break room of sorts. A refrigerator was buzzing quietly in the corner. Old brown cabinets lined a wall, and a small table sat in the center of the room.

      They allowed in fourteen people, one more than the night before. The two men came back in, and after the door was shut and locked they broke everyone into two groups of seven. The man with the goatee asked the first timers to raise their hands. Ellie’s hand went up along with two others. The man gave the room the rundown in a tired, monotonous voice, like he had given the same speech a thousand times. He probably had.

      The shift, he said, ended at 4 AM. A short break was allowed between one and two, and bathrooms were on the other side of the wall. No smoking inside. When the shift was over they would be escorted back here, paid, and sent on their way. And with that, the man led the way out of the break room and into the warehouse. They walked down an aisle of steel racks loaded with nondescript boxes before turning out into a main aisle and passing up large sorting machines and roller racks that extended out fifty feet. Beneath the rollers, strewn across the floor, were tiny paper cutouts the size of a dime. The man stopped and motioned toward Ellie’s group. “Tonight you’ll start with sweeping up. Brooms and bags are against that wall over there. When you’re done with that, there are loose boxes on row twenty-three that need to be stacked and set over by the cardboard compressor. Someone will be by to check on you later. Just one minute.” The man walked over to the concrete tilt wall where a laminated chart was stuck to the wall. He grabbed a black marker that was hanging from a string, removed the cap, and jotted a note on the chart.

      Abby came up beside Ellie and spoke softly. “Thank you for your help outside,” she said quietly.

      “Of course,” she smiled. “We girls have to stick together.”

      The man finished writing on the chart and told the second group to follow him. Abby fell in line, and they disappeared around a cluster of parked forklifts. A couple of people walked toward the brooms with a confident gait that told Ellie they had done this before. Ellie followed them over and grabbed one.
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      Virgil stared groggily at the ceiling tiles. Two of them, both near the television mount, held brownish water stains. The nurse had just left, saying she would return with a doctor. Her perfume lingered behind. The scent of crushed gardenias caused the ceiling tiles to dissolve into vivid images of Panama and Lupita: she with her hair, black as a crow’s feather, cascading around her neck and her shoulders and her breasts. He could feel the crown of her head tucked beneath his chin, the warmth of her body against his as they sat in the grass and watched the sun disappear behind the canistel trees and the sandbox trees and the wild cashews. Virgil could see her hand on his thigh and the ring that she had let him slip onto her finger. He could see her in the kitchen, her black eyes glistening like polished ore as she held up the white veil her mother had stitched for the upcoming ceremony.

      The door to his room opened and Lupita vanished. Two doctors entered, followed by his nurse. They approached his bed and one of the doctors introduced himself as Dr. Jensen. “How are you feeling?” he asked.

      Virgil smiled. “First time I’ve ever fallen off a moving golf cart.”

      “A jokester. That’s a good sign. Well, we want to give you an update on your situation. Are you up for that?”

      An extreme drowsiness suddenly rolled over Virgil. He responded with a half-nod.

      The doctor handed his clipboard to the nurse. “A hiker found you out near Flagstaff early this morning. You were in a bad auto accident and…” The doctor drew a pause. “You were also shot in two areas, three times. Before the accident, it seems. Do you remember any of that?”

      “I do.”

      “The doctors watched him as if they expected him to say more. When Virgil said nothing else, he went on. “After you were airlifted here to Phoenix we had you in surgery for nearly three hours. We stitched your shoulder up and your collarbone. We screwed in a clavicle plate and have you set up to receive bone grafts.”

      “And my knee?” Virgil asked.

      “To be frank, your knee is the worst off. We have you scheduled for a knee replacement early tomorrow afternoon.”

      Virgil nodded, sighed, and stared at the end of the bed.

      “As you can see, we have your left arm in the sling. It’s snug to prevent any jostling. Your left knee is in a ROM brace to keep it immobile.”

      “Do you have any questions?” the other doctor asked.

      “No. I don’t suppose I do. Thank you for the update.”

      “I’m sure you’ll have some later. Just ask your nurse.”

      Virgil suddenly felt like he could not stay awake any longer. His eyelids closed halfway, popped open, and drooped again, like they were bobbing on a wild ocean. “The morphine will help you sleep,” Dr. Jensen said. “Before we leave, we do need to get some information from you.” The nurse handed him back his clipboard. “What is your name?” Dr. Jensen asked.

      Here we go. Virgil forced his eyes open. “I can’t give you that.”

      The doctors exchanged curious glances. “I’m sorry, you...can’t give us your name?”

      “Correct.”

      “And why is that?”

      “I can’t say.”

      Dr. Jensen’s brows lowered. “Sir, we’re doing our best to help you here. But we’re going to need some personal information from you.”

      “Not allergic to any meds. History of diabetes on my dad’s side of the family. But he doesn’t have it and neither...neither...do I.”

      Then, like someone had thrown a switch, Virgil’s eyes closed, and drowsiness lured him back into sleep.
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      Dark gray clouds had formed overhead, blocking out large portions of the sun and creating grayish patches across the surface of the water. But the clouds were false in that they held no rain.

      Quinton stood behind the wheel of his Stingray as he ran it up through Pine Island Sound at fifteen knots. He breathed in deeply, filling his lungs with air that was ripe with salt, and felt as though an electric current was charging his veins. He was at home on the water and had recently concluded that spending months away from the ocean was just plain unhealthy.

      He passed up Captiva Rocks before arriving at the fishing shack. Of the eight shacks still in existence, just two remained in private hands. Quinton’s grandfather—the only one who had not been married to a liquor bottle—happened to inherit one of them years ago. Before he died he deeded it over to Quinton, his only grandchild who had done something with his life. The shack was not the most practical of endowments, but he and Katrina would come out a few times a year and fish off the deck or camp out over a weekend. Earlier this year Quinton had decided to make an effort at overdue repairs. Most of the floorboards were soft and rotted out from years of imbibing the thick moisture coming off the water below. He replaced corrugated steel panels that had rusted out and begun to let the rain waters in. The door hinges had rusted out, and one of the small window panes had shattered. Just how, he didn’t know, but the odds favored an unfortunate seagull.

      Quinton shut off the engine and tied off on the short dock. Using both hands he lifted the heavy air compressor/power generator and heaved it onto the dock. He didn’t have a lock on the door. He never had seen a need for one. Only a couple times had he found a few empty beer cans laying inside, but no one had ever damaged the place. He opened the door and walked the compressor inside, set it down on the sturdiest floor board. He surveyed the small space and was pleased with the condition in which he had left it. All that was left to do was to repair the floor planks. He walked cautiously to the other end of the room, careful to avoid the weaker planks and soft spots so his foot didn’t fall through and take him down with it. He ran his fingers across an old gray 2x6 that stood out against the newer ones. This one would always remain. Katrina had carved her initials into it, and it seemed to fill the space like a tombstone created before its time.

      Quinton was twenty-seven when Mary-Anne got pregnant, and that late July evening when he found out, he would have hugged her, or kissed her, or taken her out for dinner, but she ruined such a possibility by throwing a still-wet pregnancy test at him when he was on the couch, clutching a Milwaukee's Best and watching South Park. There he was, growing more anxious by the minute, wondering if the end of the world was upon them and if he shouldn't think about stockpiling water and food and guns, when the pregnancy test nailed him in the cheek and clattered to the floor. He was rearing up to scream at Mary-Anne when his eyes caught the test strip straddling the aluminum strip that formed the edge of the living room carpet and the kitchen linoleum.

      “Mary-Anne?” His voice was soft. “Is that what I think it is?”

      “Well, you’re damn right it is! It sure ain’t a popsicle stick.”

      He reached down and picked it up while wiping Mary-Anne’s urine off his cheek with the back of his other hand. He held it in front of him and when he squinted he saw two blue lines. He didn’t know if it was one line or two that meant that there were now millions of diapers in his future, but given Mary-Anne’s current state of agitation, he went on ahead and assumed it was two.

      He slowly sank back into the couch, still holding the plastic stick, his heart thumping, his eyes dilated with a strange combination of both terror and exuberance. Mary-Anne had been on the pill. Quinton had never really entertained the idea of being a parent. “A father,” he whispered, almost reverentially.

      And it was in that defining moment that he felt a sudden urge to grow up. To quit being lazy and addicted and irresponsible. He blinked, and suddenly he discovered that he wanted to be the kind of man that could raise a child who wouldn’t flunk out on life. Quinton’s pedigree boasted a long line of what the bourgeois masses liked to label “white trash”; that social strata which conjured up images of Confederate flags, missing teeth, mullet haircuts, and run-down trailer parks. He couldn’t have picked out two men on either side of the family who weren’t drunks or on welfare, and any sociologist or geneticist would have pegged Quinton as a textbook case of what it looked like to repeat the cycle.

      But the fates were stirred the night he got whacked in the face with a pregnancy test.

      Mary-Anne was screaming at him like a crazed witch, and years later, whenever he would think back on that night, Quinton could never remember what it was she had said. All he could see were her raging eyes, an accusatory finger wagging fiercely at him, her voice shrill like the cry of a captured whale.

      He spent the next eight months listening to Mary-Anne gripe and moan and complain.    But nearly halfway through the pregnancy, when they found out it was a girl, Quinton wept. He actually wept. His girl was making him a better man, and she wasn’t even born yet.

      In the end, four months after the birth, when Katrina was wailing at two in the morning, Mary-Anne kicked the covers off, packed a bag, and was gone. She never called, never came by, and never saw either one of them again. Quinton picked up his screaming infant and leaned back against his bed’s headboard, rocking her, telling her with scared tears running down his face that everything was going to be all right. He even sang it to her in his best Jamaican accent—Ev’ry little ting's gonna be all right—and it worked. Katrina stopped her screaming, stared wide-eyed into the dark, and finally fell asleep in her daddy’s arms.

      Soon after, he opened up the bait shop off Monroe Canal and made something of himself. He didn’t earn much, but it was theirs, and it paid the bills. He wasn’t a bum anymore.

      When Katrina died right in front of her father, it had unmade him. It left him diminished. He had always thought that a parent losing a child was the kind of thing that happened to nameless people on page three of the newspaper. It was supposed to happen to someone else. Always someone else.

      Those first few months after the funeral everyone was kind and understanding. They would ask him how he was, if there was anything they could do to help. But quickly, all that blew out to sea. Everyone got back to their lives and seemed to suppose that he had too. The raw slap of that first year of grief had been the unexpected experience of everyone else moving on. Her death had left him to live a life with no exclamation marks left in it.

      But then Warren Hall had come to him and told him about a new business he had been working on. A business that they could work on together. A business that would allow them to save children’s lives. And that was when Quinton decided to continue living. You either died choking on the ashes of your grief or, like a phoenix, you rose up out of them to become something new entirely. The catch—and there was a catch—was that, unlike the fabled phoenix, Quinton had risen up only to realize that he now had something more akin to scales instead of feathers.

      At Quinton’s suggestion, Warren had taken the name Ringo. Warren had introduced Kat to The Beatles when she was a young thing, and she fell in love with them. Ringo Starr was her favorite, and she never got tired of watching Warren play the drums in his upstairs bedroom. He’d put an overstuffed bean bag in the corner where she would sit observing and giggling when he tried throwing a drum stick in the air and missed the catch.

      It was in the midst of those carefree years when Kat, as she watched the Cubs, looked over at her father and proposed, in that eternally optimistic way that seven-year-olds do, that they go away for a few weeks that summer and see a few games in person.

      So they did. And along the way they decided to skip Wrigley Field, do another six stadiums next summer, and repeat the cycle until they visited all thirty ballparks, saving Wrigley for last. Every summer they stole away for six weeks and drove across the country until they were down to the final six ballparks.

      And then Kat fell ill. Two months later she was dead.

      But he had finally fulfilled his promise, and it was every bit as difficult as he thought it would be. Walking up to Wrigley Field he thought he would have to turn around and find a gutter to throw up in. But he didn’t. He walked through the metal detectors and the turnstyles and found his seat in center field. The seat next to him sat empty, its ticket stub in his pocket. When it was all over and he was walking back to his hotel, he discovered that he was happy, like a pair of rusty manacles had fallen from his wrists, or some overworn burden from his back. His soul didn’t feel bent over any longer. He decided that he wanted to stay, that he wanted to return for tomorrow’s ball game.

      And it was that very next day, the day he met Zeke Beaker, that everything started to change. Before he left on his trip, Quinton would have never entertained the ideas that were proposed to him while he was in Chicago. Looking back now he could see what the fertilizer had been, what had helped to bring him to a such a radical decision. And he supposed that in some way he had his friend Chewy to thank for it.

      Five months ago, after he was all packed for his trip, Quinton had gone to the mansion to say his goodbyes. That afternoon, Quinton had been in the kitchen, sipping a Pepsi and eating a BLT, when Chewy walked in and tossed something into the trash. It looked like a plastic CD cover, and it was just sitting there on top, so Quinton grabbed it up and, while working at his sandwich, evaluated it.

      “Larry Lawrence Live in Salt Lake City,” he said aloud, in between bites. The album cover featured a large man with unnaturally blonde hair. He was wearing a purple suit and smiling like he had a delicious secret. A yellow starburst covered half of Larry’s right leg, inset with the words ‘Don’t Delay, Listen Today!’

      “Why are you throwing this out?” Quinton asked. “I thought you liked all these guys. Prophets of personal power. That’s what you call them, isn’t it?”

      Chewy’s deep voice boomed across the room, bouncing off the exposed rafters high above. “Larry Lawrence is poison.”

      “How so?”

      Chewy pulled up a chair and sat down. “Larry Lawrence is the used car salesman of personal power. If he were a movie actor, he would be at the bottom of the B list.”

      “So he’s corny? I can tell that by the cover. But that doesn’t mean he’s poison. Right?”

      Chewy shook his head like a frustrated teacher. He drummed his fingers on the table top, seemingly in no hurry to answer. After a long minute Quinton thought maybe he wasn’t going to. But finally, “The key to personal power is taking responsibility, choosing to stop blaming your present reality on circumstances or other people. Larry Lawrence has gained a following by preaching that other people owe you a debt, that society is to blame.” He motioned toward the CD case sitting on the table. “He says on there that we owe no one anything. He says to go out and get what we want, however we want. That kind of thinking incubates irresponsibility and hate. And irresponsibility and hate are destructive.”

      A few minutes later, after Chewy left the kitchen, Quinton slipped the CD into the travel bag sitting at his feet.

      Surely Larry Lawrence wasn’t all bad.
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      Virgil had woken a half hour ago. The clock on the wall showed 11:10 in the morning. His nurse informed him that investigators from downtown had been notified and that they would be arriving soon. Then she proceeded to ask him the same question the doctor had posed to him the night before. “Can I get your name?”

      “No. I can’t give you that.”

      Her expression said she was none too amused. “They said you might be like this.”

      “I’m not trying to be difficult. I promise.”

      “Well, honey, you don’t have to try. I’ve been here all night and the first time we speak you won’t even give me your name.”

      He managed a weak smile and a solid wink. “I like your hair, Linda.”

      “Won’t give me his name but finds enough words to flirt with his nurse,” she said to her clipboard. But there was a smile behind her eyes. “I’ll be back in a bit to check on you.”

      “Thanks, Linda.”

      When he closed his eyes again he saw Faraday staring back at him with that empty, soulless gaze that made his insides shudder. He opened his eyes and found himself staring at the ceiling again. He found a third water-stained tile.

      He couldn’t stay here. Whoever had commissioned Faraday would not drag their feet in sending someone else to finish what she started. They would come for him. Soon.

      He looked over where the phone should be. The hospital staff had removed it from his room, stating that hospital policy forbid forensic patients access to communication during their stay. Two contract security guards were stationed outside his door, and whenever he moved his right foot the cuff chain rattled.

      A dizzy spell spun his thoughts, and he focused on the wall in front of him. He kept seeing her face: Faraday's callused expression and those empty eyes. All of the king’s men put me back together again. Is that what she had said? That someone had paid a ransom for her? But what had they done to her? The person he killed out on that dusty mountain road wasn’t the Faraday he remembered at all. The old Faraday had been light-hearted and carefree. Virgil had trained and worked alongside her for years. She and Pascal—Ellie—had been like his own sisters. What he had seen two nights ago resembled more brainwashed machine than human. Someone had gotten into Faraday's head. If he couldn’t find a way out of here then they would get him too. And all the rest of them.

      The area around Virgil’s knee was sending hot throbs of pain up into his thigh. He started to press the button on his morphine drip and paused. If he was going to find a way out of here he needed to do it now. His old training meant that he could push through pain better than grogginess. As it was, he figured he had enough morphine in his system to give him at least a half hour before the pain became incapacitating.

      Virgil looked toward the window. His room was on the fourth floor and the windows were full-panel; nothing to slide up or away. It didn’t matter. In a healthy condition he might consider finding a way to get it loose and make a rope out of sheets and towels. But he was certainly in no condition to attempt that. He’d end up a pile of ravioli on the landscaping.

      The next option wasn’t much better.

      Virgil spent the next several minutes honing his breathing, gaining control of his mind. He was going to have to pull this off with one arm and one leg, hovering somewhere between grogginess and undermedicated.

      Might as well bet on the Browns winning the Super Bowl, he thought.

      Still, he had to try.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seventeen

          

        

      

    

    
      Ringo’s Mercedes coasted along the old country road beneath a canopy of dark clouds. When he rolled down the window, fresh, cool air poured in, charged with the promise of rain. He slowed and turned off onto a dirt road where a slash pine and two banana trees grew together at the corner. He went on another mile and turned into a small clearing hedged in barbed wire. Aldrich was leaning against the back bumper of his Camry. His arms were crossed. Ringo pulled in next to him and unlocked the doors. Aldrich got in and shut the door. Ringo lifted a cigar from his shirt pocket. He lit a match and set it to the end of the cigar. He puffed at it until the tip glowed orange and smoke curled into the canopy.

      “I don’t like it,” Aldrich said.

      Ringo blew a ring of smoke out of the window and watched it break up as it drifted away from the car. “You’re free to walk away.”

      “I don’t understand why you have to choose.”

      “When life gives you lemons, you sell cocaine. I have no more lemons to speak of. My life, for now, is all roses. I have no desire to torch the flower garden.”

      “We have a good thing going here.”

      “And your cousin will have the helm. Nothing will change for you.”

      “If you’re leaving then I want a bigger cut.”

      Ringo smiled over the cigar clenched in his teeth. “Quinton never told you?”

      “Told me what?”

      “I don’t take a cut. Never have.”

      “What?”

      “I’m not keen to repeat myself.”

      Aldrich rubbed at the back of his neck. “Well, either way. I still want a bigger cut.”

      “You’ll have to take that up with your cousin.”

      “So that’s it?” Aldrich said. “You’re just walking away? Just like that?”

      “And why do you care?”

      Aldrich shrugged. “I just don’t like the change. I have a lot to lose too, you know.”

      “And yet, you won’t step away.”

      The car was silent for several moments. “No, I don’t suppose I will.”

      Ringo inspected his cigar. “Guyana,” he said, “is a small country on the North Atlantic coast of South America.”

      “I’m familiar.”

      “Do you know, Aldrich, that deep within its rainforests there are people known as the Katowami? They are uncontacted, indigenous Indians who abide in clay huts and cover their nakedness with loin cloths made from the dried leaves of the rubber tree. Each year, their version of a shaman works a tattoo beneath the skin of every male. A small line the thickness of pencil lead and the length of a trimmed fingernail. They do this even to the babies. When a man has received twenty of these marks across his back he is given a sharp stone fashioned from volcanic rock and is sent alone to a predetermined place in the rainforest. There he makes a fire and rubs red clay across his face and his genitals and chants to the gods of his ancestors. When the night comes he takes that stone, lays his right arm across the exposed root of a ceiba tree, and proceeds to cut his arm off at the elbow.” Ringo took another slow draw off his cigar. He closed his eyes and breathed out. “Each male over the age of twenty lives the rest of his life with an arm and a half. Would you like to know why they do this?”

      “Sure, Ringo.”

      “In generations past, the men of the tribe used to rape their women. The men, as a whole, were sexually violent toward their females. When their babies began to die in childbirth they went and inquired at their shaman. The shaman reported that the spirits were angry because they had chosen the females of the tribe to bear forth the spirits in human form and that the men must cease from their abuse. By cutting off half of an arm they made it so that a women could resist a man full of inordinate desire. And this, a tribe that had never heard the words of Jesus: ‘If thy hand offend thee, cut it off.’” Ringo smiled. “Perhaps you’re wondering why I’m telling you this.”

      “I’m listening.”

      “Aldrich, I see that you’re close to becoming a Katowami male with two good arms. Your ambitions will lead you into power struggles that will be difficult to come back from. If you continue down this path you won’t like where you end up. Of all of us, you are in the most precarious position of all.”

      “If that was just the long way of telling me that I need to watch where I step then considered your point received.”

      Ringo chuckled. It was deep and guttural and its sinister resonance sent an icy track down Aldrich’s spine. “For someone as smart as you are,” Ringo said, “you can be a bit slow to catch on. No, I was not—am not—telling you to watch where you step, Aldrich. I’m not speaking to your actions. I am addressing your soul. You desire too much and for all the wrong reasons. There was only one reason I allowed you to come on with us. And you know what that reason was.”

      “Thanks, Ringo, but I think I can take care of myself.”

      Ringo ignored him. “The scales of your morality tilt too heavily toward the wrong side. In the modern world we call that greed. The Greeks called it avarice. The Hebrews referred to it as covetousness. In the last days of the Roman Empire, when they had reached the pinnacle of decadence, they were calling it glory. Be careful that your shame does not become your glory.”

      Aldrich absently worked his jaw as he stared out the windshield. “I wish you well with your rose garden.” With that, he opened the door and stepped out into fat raindrops that had just begun to fall.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eighteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Virgil looked down on the sling covering the right side of his body. He sighed slowly through his nose and pressed the call button.

      A minute later Linda entered, followed by one of the guards. “Do you need something?”

      He grimaced. “I think...I felt something warm down my left side. I don’t know if I’m bleeding or not.”

      “Let me check,” she said. She came over and started to lift up the collar of his gown.

      “No, I’m sorry. I meant my right side. Sorry, still a little fuzzy.”

      “Okay.” Then she did what he had anticipated—what he had hoped. Rather than moving to the other side of the bed, she simply leaned across him and reached over, lifting the top of his gown and assessing his bandages. Virgil reached around her and plucked out a bobby pin from the back of her hair. A brown strand fell down her neck and she brushed it aside. The guard had not noticed. Her body was in the way.

      “I don’t see anything,” she said, and stood back up. “You’ve been through an ordeal so you might feel things that aren’t there for the next few days as your body starts to heal.”

      “Of course. Sorry for the hassle.”

      “Do you need anything else before I leave?”

      “Yes. Can I get some help to the bathroom, please?”

      She frowned. “With the nature of your injuries and the amount of blood they had to give you, I think the doctor would prefer you to use the bedpan. At least for the next day or so.”

      “Linda,” he smiled weakly at her. “I’m about fifty years out from using a bedpan. Really. Please.”

      She looked unsurely at him, started to protest, but then paused and nodded. “One moment.” She went to the door, opened it, and walked out. The guard remained in the room. A couple minutes elapsed before she returned with a wheelchair. She rolled it up to the bed and unlatched the side rail, then looked at the guard. “Would you mind helping me get him into the wheelchair?”

      “Of course.” He addressed Virgil. “I’ll uncuff your ankle from the bed, but I’ll need to secure it to the wheelchair.”

      Virgil offered up a sneer. “You know one of my knees is kaput, right? Afraid I might out hobble you?”

      “Sorry, protocol.” The guard, whose metal name plate read ‘White’, came to the foot of the bed and unlocked the cuff from the bedframe. Linda pressed several buttons on the monitors and disconnected the wires that ran to leads on Virgil’s chest. She removed the oxygen clamp on his finger. “You’ll need to take your IV in with you,” she said, the line of which ran to a PICC on the top of his hand. After she helped Virgil sit up, he swung his legs off the bed. The guard assisted Linda in getting Virgil into the wheelchair. “How are you doing?” Linda asked. “If it’s too much then don’t do it.”

      A false confidence spread across his face. “I’m great.”

      The guard secured the loose cuff to the wheelchair. “There’s enough slack on the chain for you to move from the chair to the toilet.”

      Linda wheeled him into the bathroom, pulling the IV pole with them. “Do you need help getting on the commode?”

      Virgil started to shake his head, but a wave of weariness washed over him. The morphine still had him drowsy and a little nauseous. He would have to push through. If he could. If not, he was sure he would be dead by the end of the day. “I’ll manage, really.”

      Her frown said she wasn’t convinced. “I think you’ll need some assistance.”

      “I’ve got it, really.” He tapped the top of his right thigh. “Still have a perfectly good leg. If I have any trouble, I’ll have Mr. White here come get you.”

      “All right,” she conceded. “But if you pop any stitches I’m going to get a talking to for letting you out of bed. Don't you go putting any weight or pressure on your left leg. None at all. And watch your shoulder,” she added.

      “I’ll be careful. I promise,” he said, feeling bad enough that, if his plan worked, she was going to get a talking to for a lot more than a few torn stitches.

      “Just let Mr. White here know when you’re done, and I’ll come help you back to the bed. There’s an alarm cord right here you can pull for help if you start getting dizzy.”

      “Thank you.”

      No sooner had she shut the door than Virgil gently pressed in the lock on the door handle, trying as best he could to cover the soft click with a cough. He produced the bobby pin, bent it outward, and placed an end in his mouth, then worked the soft plastic nipple off with his teeth until the thin metal tip was exposed. He leaned over, but as he reached for the cuffs at his feet his vision started to swim and a high-pitched ring started in his ears. He sat back up. After breathing several controlled breaths he tried again.

      Police-issued handcuffs operated on a ratchet system, utilizing a metal lever that sat over the teeth. Where the ratchet and teeth began to meet there was a tiny hole—enough room to slip in something thin and narrow and release the internal lock up from the teeth. Virgil had the cuffs off in twenty seconds and quietly tucked them into the inside edge of the wheelchair. Grabbing the edge of the sink counter he heaved himself up and out of the chair. A hot pain shot up through his bad leg. He grimaced through clenched teeth.

      He looked up. I hope the Browns win the Super Bowl this year.

      Besides the toilet there was a shower with no bathtub ledge and the small counter that held the sink. He grabbed the edge of the formica counter and tested it by pulling and pushing on it. When it gave slightly from the pressure he decided he didn’t trust it to hold all of his two hundred and fifteen pounds. He had one shot at this and he wasn’t going to go tumbling onto the hard tiled floor because of bad judgment.

      That left the toilet, whose chromed flush valve stood out from the wall. Virgil disconnected the IV line from the PICC on the top of his hand and then removed the sock from his right foot. He grabbed the wheelchair for support and navigated his good leg onto the edge of the toilet seat before setting his weight into it and carefully standing up. The ceiling was now just two feet above his head. Balancing himself on one foot he reached up, pushed on a tile, and slid it back over its neighbor. He repeated the same thing for the next tile. Working as quickly as he could he slipped a towel off the chromed bar and, reaching up, wrapped a portion of it around the thin metal strip of the steel ceiling grid. Then he wrapped his fingers around it the way an eagle's talons grip its prey and pushed off the toilet with his good leg while using his arm to pull up.

      His foot found the top of the flush valve and as he set all his weight into it the piping groaned inside the wall. A knock came at the door and Virgil froze. “Hey, you doing okay in there?” It was the guard.

      Virgil leaned down to get his head a little closer toward the door and when he did a wave of nausea soured his stomach. He gagged and coughed. He brought his head back up and swallowed hard. “Yeah...fine,” he grimaced.

      “All right.”

      His chest rose and fell as he took in a couple deep breaths. The nausea stayed with him as he leaned his head against the wall and reached up to feel along the top ledge, which ended several inches above the ceiling grid. The steel girders which formed the base structure for the floor above were a couple feet above that. Enough space for him to slide beneath them. Enough space for this to possibly work. If, that is, he could get up there.

      He wrapped his large hand over the top of the ledge of the wall and got a firm grip. Then he pushed off the toilet valve and immediately set the ball of his foot against the wall for leverage. As his arm took most of his weight his spine crackled, as though it was the only reasonable voice present to object to his intended course of action. The veins in his neck corded as he strained upward, and his eyes bulged with a fixed intensity as he pulled with his arm and kept pushing off the wall enough to get his foot incrementally higher up the wall.

      He was halfway there. All he had to do now was to give himself one final pull, but hard enough so he could get his forearm clutched around the other side of the ledge. His bicep and lat felt as if they had turned into liquid fire, and it took every ounce of self control he could find to keep from grunting loudly against the burn in. Virgil wasn’t out of shape. He may have spent the last couple of years running a charter in Panama, but that didn’t mean he had given his body over to a lifestyle of overdrinking and overeating. Still, at this moment Virgil was cruelly reminded that his physical strength was underperforming what it would have if he were still with TEAM 99.

      Facing the wall, he readied himself, and, pushing himself off with his foot a final time, he pulled up and shot his forearm over the ledge. His chest and shoulders hit the top of the wall, and he nearly screamed from the pain. He winced and couldn't hold back a groan. Below him, his foot was searching frantically for purchase. When it found the wall again he rolled his good shoulder downward and brought his torso on the top of the narrow, five inch ledge. Then, still using his forearm, he dragged himself across the ledge until his bad leg was now up there with him in the ceiling and he was lying fully horizontal. Virgil closed his eyes and took a minute to catch his breath. A bead of sweat ran down a temple and tracked down his neck. He knew time was against him, so he cut the break short and slowly, awkwardly, painfully, backed himself up inch by inch, until his head was over where he knew the toilet in the next bathroom would be. He reached out and plucked up a tile from his neighbor’s bathroom ceiling. As he did so some of his weight shifted from the right side of his chest onto his bad shoulder. He could hear stitches pop and tear along his shoulder and it was only the small amount of morphine that was still in his system that kept him from passing out from the stabbing nature of the pain. He grimaced hard and blinked a trickle of sweat from his eyes.

      He looked down. His neighbor’s bathroom was empty, its door open a few inches. All he could hear was the low cheering of a crowd coming from the television. With his luck, the room would be full of a dozen people representing five generations, all huddled around the bed as they waited for the family patriarch to pass.

      He pivoted on top of the wall and clumsily maneuvered forward along the narrow ledge until his feet were over the opening he’d created in the next bathroom’s ceiling grid. Grabbing the top edge of the wall again, he lowered himself down inch by burning inch, reversing the manner in which he had come up. With vessels in his neck and forehead pulsing and his heart nearly pounding out of his chest, Virgil extended his arm as far as he could and then he let go. His foot landed in the center of the toilet lid. He quickly steadied himself by resting his hand on the wall. After taking a few moments he bent over and grabbed the toilet valve, then awkwardly transitioned from his foot to his backside.

      He sat down, leaned forward, and took in deep lungfuls of oxygen. He reached out and grabbed the small counter for support. His vision started to blur and he could feel a warm patch of fresh blood oozing from his shoulder and soaking into his sling.

      He didn’t feel right. Not right at all. His eyes found a single thing to focus on—the corner of one of the floor tiles—while he tried to subdue the nausea. It didn’t help. He could almost hear his brain communicating with his stomach, betraying him, telling it to let it all go.

      No. NO.

      Virgil knew then that he had overexerted himself. That he wasn’t getting out of here. He leaned forward, lacking even the energy to swivel toward the shower. Cold shivers ran beneath his skin. His stomach entered a slow forward roll, and while its contents sprayed haphazardly over the floor he wondered just how they would kill him.

      
        
        ____________________

      

      

      Down the hall, the elevator doors opened and a tall, well-built man with a thick but well-trimmed red beard stepped out. He nodded at a pretty female nurse as he passed the station and offered a charming grin. He wore gray slacks and a blue dress shirt, open at the neck. He stopped at room 417, the door whose name card read ‘John Doe’. He removed his wallet from his back pocket and flipped it out. His badge glistened under the halogens.

      “Detective Howell here to see the patient.”

      The guard took a cursory glance at the badge and handed him a clipboard. “Sign in for me, please. You’ll need to wait a minute, Detective. He’s currently in the restroom.”

      Trigg Deneford hurriedly scratched the pen across the sheet and handed it back. He stood to the side and waited. Finally, after running a hand through his beard, he said, “I see he’s listed here as a ‘John Doe’. Has he still not said anything?”

      “No, sir.”

      “Not even his name?”

      “Not that I’m aware of.”

      “Thank you.”

      Deneford waited against the wall in silence.
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      A million stars sparkled against the dark skin of the universe as a half moon rose slowly in the east. Chewy pressed the button on the special remote and a smooth patch of water suddenly became disturbed by large air bubbles breaking at the surface. Moments later, a large rectangular shape emerged from the water like a hibernating beast called up from ages past. Salt water cascaded off its slippery skin and swirled around the roots of the mangroves and the buttonwood trees. Chewy looked at the remote, then out to the dark object, and back to the remote. Impressed, his brows lifted, but he didn’t smile. The object stood five feet high and as many across.

      Andrés, however, was smiling. “Hector,” he said, shaking his head in disbelief. “He is very smart.”

      “I don’t know how he did this,” Chewy said. “It’s admirable.” He slipped the remote into the pocket of his trench coat. He and Andrés stepped into ankle deep water and spent the next few minutes unraveling the waterproof wrapping from the dark block. Two hundred and fifty packages, over five hundred pounds of Colombian-picked, Mexican-processed cocaine, had completed its trip across the Gulf and was reborn on American shores.

      A black panel truck was parked on the edge of the water. Its roller door was up, and inside sat over one hundred wooden customized crates stamped with the image of a mango.

      Fifty minutes later, the drugs had been transferred to the crates. Chewy reached up and grabbed the door’s strap. He pulled hard and the door slid down with a rattle. He locked it and slapped the door a couple times. The truck’s red tail lights disappeared down the road and turned out of sight.

      Chewy and Andrés got into their black Malibu and started the half hour return trip to the mansion. “How is your mother?” Chewy asked.

      “I spoke with her this morning. She’s scared. Things have gotten much worse this last year. Sometimes, Chewy, I think maybe some of it is my fault.”

      “How’s that?”

      Andrés spread his hands out. “This. All this. What we just did.”

      “I don’t follow.”

      “The cartel wars are very bad in my home country. I sometimes think that Saint Michael has stopped protecting my madre because of what I do.”

      “You can’t think like that,” Chewy said. “I don’t know about your saints, but you cannot be responsible for the actions of others.” He had learned that as young boy from Howard Hoffstetter. Chewy still had the original cassette tape that he had brought down from his granny’s attic. Hoffstetter had died a decade ago, but he was still one of Chewy’s favorites. “Those men who broke into your mother’s house, you didn’t make them do that. They made their own choices.”

      “Those are good words, my friend. Thank you. You should come and visit her with me one day. You would like her. She also is a very positive person. She would enjoy you as well.”

      “I would like that,” Chewy said.

      Andrés came to the four-way stop at Pine Island Center. He turned left and continued east toward Matlacha and Cape Coral. Chewy pulled his trench coat tightly around his chest. Andrés fingered the climate controls and turned the heat on. It was September in South Florida, but Andrés didn’t mind feeling like a rotisserie chicken for the next twenty minutes. He would just drink a lot of water when they got back. Dry heat began to fill the car, and Andrés noticed Chewy relax into his seat. “Thank you,” Chewy said.

      “Quinton called me this afternoon,” Andrés said. “He wants to have a meeting with us in the next few days.” He kept his eyes on the road and scratched his chin. “What do you think, Chewy? About the transition?”

      Chewy stared at the dash. In truth, he felt as if, for the second time in his four decades, he was losing a father. “I’ll miss him,” he said quietly.

      “It is hard. Ringo...there is no one else like him. He is especial.”

      “It’s the right decision for him,” Chewy said. “Things are not as quiet for us as they used to be.”

      “You know who would have liked this new change?” Andrés asked.

      “Who’s that?”

      “Scotch,” Andrés said, referring to the co-worker they had fed to an enormous python three months prior. “He was always a little scared of Ringo, I think. Scotch would have liked working for Quinton.”

      “Quinton is a good man,” Chewy said. “He’ll do very well in Ringo’s place.” Even so, when they arrived back at the mansion Chewy couldn’t help but think that in a couple of weeks, it would always feel empty.
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      Virgil sat on the toilet lid with his eyes closed, breathing slowly. His stomach was finally empty, leaving his body shaking, and his skin shining with cold sweat. Exhaustion lay heavily over him like a wet blanket. His mind, however, was clearer, and the nausea, while still there, was but a noticeable discomfort. No one had come rushing into the bathroom like he had expected. He still heard no one in the room, just the sound of the television.

      He wanted to sleep, to close his heavy eyes and just sleep. But he couldn’t. If he knew anything at all he knew he couldn't do that. Failure to get out of here would surely mean Ellie’s murder. Then they would come for Dante, Darwin, and Voltaire.

      He swirled fresh saliva around his mouth and spit onto the floor, trying to cleanse away the sour taste of vomit. He opened his eyes and sat up straight. A fresh resolve to notify his old teammates coursed through him.

      Reaching out for the door handle, Virgil pulled himself up onto his good leg. He steadied himself and took his time peering into the room. The television was spilling out a late-morning talk show, and the privacy curtain around the bed was extended, preventing him from seeing the bed or the patient. He hopped out of the bathroom, over to the small closet on the far wall, and muttered a “please” as he opened the door. Hanging there was a printed floral blouse and a nightgown that looked like it might be too big for a hippo. He sighed and shut the door, then worked his way along the wall over to the privacy curtain. He peeked around it. A large, grandmotherly woman was asleep on the bed, her mouth open, her face turned toward the window. She was alone.

      But not entirely alone. Sitting empty on the other side of the bed was a wheelchair, but to Virgil it looked like a king’s throne. He moved over to the bed and used the bed rails for support as he struggled around. He grabbed the chair and sat into it, then grabbed at his bad leg, lifted, and brought it up so his Achilles was resting on the edge of the foot plate. A sharp, protesting bolt of fire emanated from his bad knee. Virgil groaned and breathed loudly through his nose. Besides the knee, he could feel a distinct internal pressure around his collarbone that wasn’t there before he went over the wall.

      He released the wheel locks and moved to the foot of the bed. Across the room the door handle clicked and swung down. Virgil froze. The door opened. An older gentlemen walked in. He wore large-framed glasses, khakis, a tweed sport coat, and a paperboy hat. The man shut the door and took a few steps toward the bed before issuing a muffled cry as he noticed Virgil. He pushed his glasses up on his nose and squinted. “Can I help you with something?” he asked.

      Virgil feigned confusion and looked around the room with wide eyes. He raised his voice slightly. “This isn’t the billiard room,” he said. “They told me the billiards were down the hall.”

      “Billiards? Son, I think you might be a little confused. This is a hospital.” He took a step toward the bed. “Are you okay? I think you might have gotten lost.” The man raised his nose slightly, then wrinkled it. “What is that smell?”

      “A hospital? Why am I in a hospital? Dad? Is...is that you?”

      The man lowered his brows on him. “I’ll be right back. I’m going to get a nurse in here for you.”

      “Okay. Hey, Dad. Before you do that, could you help me with this brake on my chair? It keeps acting up and I can’t move too well.”

      The man glanced toward the door, and then looked back toward Virgil. “Sure, sure,” he said. He stepped over to the chair and squinted down on it. “Which one is giving you problems? This one here?”

      “No, sir. It’s this one.” When the man leaned over, Virgil grabbed him with his good arm, and quickly turned him so the man was now facing away from him. Before he could protest Virgil had snaked his arm across his throat. As he settled back against Virgil, the man tried to cry out, but the pressure against his neck prevented it.

      “I’m sorry, sir,” Virgil said quietly into his ear. “Really am. Just relax. You’ll be back in a few minutes.”

      The man tried to raise a protesting arm, but then, as his vision gathered up darkness, his arm fell back and he swam into unconsciousness. Virgil took the man’s weight into his good leg and carefully brought him around the chair before lowering him to the floor.

      The old man would wake up soon. When he did, half his clothes would be gone.

      
        
        ____________________

      

      

      Trigg Deneford busied himself watching the pretty nurse at the station. She smiled playfully at him. When he winked at her she blushed just before her attention was stolen by an approaching doctor. Deneford addressed the guard, who was standing on the other side of the doorway. “You have someone in there with him, right?”

      “Yes. He’s in the room.”

      “How long before I showed up?”

      “I...five minutes.”

      Deneford motioned toward the door. “I’m just going to peek in and make sure everything’s okay, if you don’t mind.” Before the guard could object, Deneford was no longer in the hallway.

      Deneford flashed his badge to the second guard—Mr. White–who was standing casually near the bed. The bathroom door was shut and a thin line of light shone from the crack at floor. “The patient?” Deneford said. “He’s in there?”

      The guard looked at him with mixture of amusement and irritation. “Of course he’s in there.”

      Deneford walked up to the door, knocked on it. “This is Detective Howell. I’ll need to speak with you when you come out.” No reply. He tried the handle. It was locked. He knocked again, harder this time. “Hello?”

      Nothing.

      Deneford assessed the door. The frame was welded steel; the door itself, while outlaid with faux wood melamine board, would be made of aluminum honeycomb. That made it impossible to force open with his shoulder or a hefty kick. He didn’t have a shotgun to help him breach it. Shooting out door locks with a handgun only worked in the movies. That left the hinges.

      Deneford got down on one knee, lifted up the cuff of his pants, and withdrew a Smith & Wesson 360 PD. The featherweight revolver boasted an alloy frame and titanium cylinder chambered for a .357 Magnum. Deneford had loaded it earlier this morning with five rounds of .38 Special. Next to the holster, tucked into his sock, was a 60cc syringe. The accompanying needle was in a hard plastic case in his pocket. His plan for Virgil had been simple: insert the needle into ‘Mr. Doe’s’ subclavian vein and inject a syringe full of air into him. An arterial gas embolism would ensue and that, as they say, would have been that. Deneford depressed the gun’s cylinder release, pressed the cylinder open, and pushed in the ejection rod. The bullets fell into his palm, and he quickly moved them to a pocket.

      “What are you doing?” asked the guard.

      Deneford ignored him and withdrew a metal pen from his shirt pocket. He set the tip of it beneath the door’s topmost hinge pin. He turned the gun on its side and slammed it into the pen. Nothing. He hit it again. It gave a little. He tried again. It gave some more. Both guards were now standing off to the side, fresh concern on their faces.

      Nurse Linda entered the room. “What are you doing?” she demanded.

      “Your patient isn't answering.”

      “Well, just hold on a minute, sir,” she said. “He’s not going anywhere in his condition. He’s probably passed out.”

      “You have no idea what your patient is capable of.”

      “No,” she retaliated. “I don’t. He wouldn’t even give us his name. I’ll go track down the key.” As she hurried out of the room, Linda quietly chastised herself for letting her John Doe use the restroom at all.

      
        
        ____________________

      

      

      Virgil grabbed the extra blanket that sat on the chair. He draped it around his legs to hide the nightgown and his baby blue hospital sock and single bare foot. His new wardrobe included a tweed jacket and cap. He decided that using the man’s glasses might help in some way, but he found that he just couldn’t take them. He couldn’t lie to the man, render him unconscious, steal his clothes, and leave him half-blind, only to wake up in a room with his hospitalized wife who was suffering from who knew what.

      Using his only good arm, Virgil wheeled himself over to the door. His heart was thumping. He put his hand on the door handle and looked up. The door didn’t have a hydraulic closer, so it wouldn’t try to shut on him as he exited the room. Virgil took in a deep breath and, hoping against hope, opened the door. He kept his eyes on his feet and wheeled out of the room, immediately taking a right and moving as efficiently as he could, using his good foot to help him steer.

      A nurse passed him on his right, and a room door swung open on his left. No one stopped him. Twenty feet later he got to the elevator at the end of the hall.

      He pressed the button and waited.

      
        
        ____________________

      

      

      Deneford continued working on the hinge pin. He hit it two more times before it finally gave and slipped up a half inch. Another whack and it shot out like a tiny rocket and clattered to the floor.

      The guard who had been standing in the hallway with him gave a mocking sneer. “He just got out of surgery. He can’t even walk.” Then he added, as if it sealed the deal, “There’s nowhere for him to go.”

      It took all Deneford had not to lay the man out right where he stood. “Go check the room next door,” he snapped. “Now.”

      The guard’s sneer waned. He gave a nervous, hurried nod and left.

      
        
        ____________________

      

      

      Virgil didn’t become unsettled very easily. But now, with his back to his room, and on the verge of what he considered to be a pretty epic escape, he found that his heart was pumping overtime. As he waited for the elevator, he heard a hollow, metallic banging from down the hall. The elevator creaked as it came up the shaft.

      More loud clatter from behind him.

      He stared at the steel doors.

      Come on.

      A nurse drew up and stood next to him, also waiting for the elevator. Virgil didn’t look up, but he caught a quick glance at a set of scrubs and a badge hanging off the pocket. The elevator creaked again, and Virgil saw through the crack between the doors that it was coming up from the previous floor. The nurse was busy on his phone, paying the man in the wheelchair no attention.

      Unlike some elevators, there was no display to show what floor the car was on. Virgil’s eyes widened when he realized that the elevator car passed up his floor and came to a stop directly above them.

      Come. On.

      This was his only way out. The stairs were not an option. He didn’t have a crutch and what would he do once he left the stairwell? He’d be Peter Rabbit, hopping out of the hospital, that’s what. Might as well put a blinking red light on his head and yell to the lobby that he was escaping and could the officer at the front desk please detain him?

      He realized that he was holding his breath when the elevator started moving back down. More clamor behind him, metal on metal. A momentary relief flowed through him as the steel doors opened. The nurse crossed in front of him and went in, still oblivious, still on his phone. Virgil got himself in and punched the button to the main floor. Then he managed to turn the chair around so he could make a hasty exit. He waited now, facing the hallway with his head down.

      The elevator doors weren’t shutting. Virgil reached out and mashed the door close button. Down the hall, a flurry of nurses were gathered, coming in and out of his room.

      Come. ON.

      
        
        ____________________

      

      

      Deneford knocked the third pin loose and hurriedly slipped his gun into his waistband. He pulled down on the door handle and wriggled the door away from its frame. As he set the door against the wall, he peered into the restroom.

      It was empty.

      The guard came rushing back in, his voice in a high panic. “He’s not in there. Some old guy is…” He trailed off as he looked up at the missing ceiling tiles.

      Deneford pushed past him and ran out of the room, scanning back and forth down the corridor as the other guard started barking orders toward the nurses’ station.

      Then Deneford saw him. The red nicks littering his chin and cheeks and neck and the plumpness of his face. The face that matched the picture in his dossier. He locked eyes with his target as the doors moved together. Deneford raised his arm, extended his thumb and index finger, and pointed them at Virgil.

      He pulled the imaginary trigger and smiled.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-One

          

        

      

    

    
      They had come for him.

      As soon as the doors closed and shut out the view of his assassin, Virgil punched the button to the second floor. He nodded toward a certificate on the elevator wall. “Looks like this contraption needs an inspection.”

      “What’s that?” When the nurse followed his gaze, Virgil used that as an opportunity to unhook the badge from his shirt and slip it under the blanket.

      “Oh,” the nurse said. “Well, next month, I suppose.”

      “Ah,” Virgil smiled. “Maybe I need to get my eyes checked.”

      As the doors opened, Virgil said, “You mind just pushing me out?”

      “Sure.” He grabbed the chair grips and wheeled him out.

      “Thanks, man.”

      “Yep.”

      Virgil wheeled down the hall and passed up a young family before turning left through a set of double doors. He looked around and, seeing no one, kept on until he got to the custodial elevator. He scanned the badge on the card reader and the doors opened. He went in and pressed the button to the ground floor.

      The doors parted onto an open air cavity in the rear of the hospital. He put the service elevator behind him and wheeled out to a staging area that sat between a row of receiving docks and a cluster of dumpsters. A young man wheeling a tilt truck filled with garbage materialized from around the corner and stopped when he saw Virgil.

      “Hey. You’re not supposed to be down here, man.”

      “I’m getting discharged tomorrow. My nurse said I could come down here and get a little exercise so I wasn’t in anyone’s way. An early jump on physical therapy, you know?”

      “Down here?” The man’s brows drew together, and it looked as though he was trying to visualize his area being used for therapy. But then he shrugged. “Well, okay, I guess. Just be careful. We have a delivery truck scheduled to come in a few minutes.”

      Virgil mustered a smile. “Of course. I won’t be long.”

      The custodian nodded and wheeled his load of garbage away.

      The entrance to the cavity sat just off a wide alley. Virgil got across the concrete floor and squinted in the late morning sunlight as he came fully outside. A sidewalk lined both sides of the road, a small mercy. He used the sidewalk ramp to cross the narrow back street. Twenty yards later he turned onto a side alley empty of cars.

      He turned another corner as he fought back a fresh wave of nausea. He had no idea where to go. The pain in Virgil’s shoulder was unrelenting. Same with his knee. Another click off that morphine drip would really hit the spot right about now.

      He came to another alley and grimaced as he turned into it. He had to keep weaving, keeping out of primary and secondary lines of sight. The police, if they hadn’t already, would drop a net and begin a search for him. He had to put as much distance between himself and that hospital as he could.

      And that, he knew, would not be very far.

      
        
        ____________________

      

      

      The nurses’ station now sounded like a nervous bee hive. The guards were on their phones, both looking like men who had just let a prisoner get away. Deneford turned toward a nurse. “Where are the stairs?” he barked.

      She pointed to the wall behind her. “Northwest corner.” Deneford rushed down the hall, removing the ammunition from his pocket and starting to reload.

      He did a quick check of the floor below before flashing his fake badge to a janitor who was busy pushing a mop bucket down the corridor. “I need your badge. Now.” The janitor looked on him uncertainly, so Deneford snatched his badge off his lapel and ran to the service elevator, the janitor protesting loudly from behind him. The doors opened as soon as he scanned his badge. Deneford stepped in and hurriedly pressed the button to the ground level.

      He knew that hospital security would cover the patient and visitor entrances first. Virgil would know that too.

      The elevator opened on the ground floor, and Deneford stepped into the open air cavity of the service entrance.

      “Can I help you?” a custodian called out.

      “A man in a wheelchair. Cuts on his face. You seen him?”

      “Well, yeah. Just a couple min—”

      “Where did he go?”

      The custodian raised a hand and pointed past the loading bays near the side street. “That way. Went to the left, I’m pretty sure.”

      “How sure? It’s important.”

      “Oh. Uh, yeah. I’m sure. He went left.”

      Deneford ran across the pavement, past a couple concrete pillars, and turned left down the side street, his eyes searching the road ahead and the cross alleys as he ran past them.

      His phone rang. He looked at the number and, due to the nature of the current situation, debated whether or not he shoulder answer. But you didn’t ignore Scott Reardon. He drew up and answered.

      His boss cloaked his voice in Russian. “Is it done?”

      Deneford realized he was half holding his breath. “No, sir. His room was empty. He escaped.”

      The line was silent for a long time. Then it went dead.

      Deneford’s blood pressure rose as he jammed his phone in his pocket and sprinted down the street.

      
        
        ____________________

      

      

      Only eight people had shown tonight. They had Ellie and her group of tramps cleaning the warehouse floor. Everyone had been given a mop and a yellow bucket that included a mop wringer. Each were assigned two aisles and were told to empty their buckets at the end of each aisle before going over it a second time.

      The work was redundant, but Ellie figured they could be cleaning dumpsters behind daycares. An hour later, after the floors were clean, they were put on the snow flurry of paper cutouts again. Ellie asked a couple people if they knew what they were from. They did not know, nor did they seem to care.

      Ellie slid her broom underneath a roller leg and brought out a few pieces that had been missed earlier. She kneeled down with her dustpan and swept them in, then stood up and emptied it into the large plastic trash bin.

      A middle-aged man with thick black hair falling to his shoulders came down the main aisle. He had a wide, flat nose and penetrating eyes. He wore a dark blue wife beater tucked into the waist of his jeans. He watched her work for a while. “You’re new around here,” he finally said.

      She shrugged and didn’t look up. “That a problem?”

      “I don’t know yet. What’s your name?”

      “Heather.”

      “Heather, you from around here?”

      “For now. Trying to make my way up to Orlando. Just need more cash first.”

      “You like this work?”

      Ellie raised her brows. “It’s work. Am I supposed to like it?”

      The man didn’t reply. He stood with his hands folded across his chest, watching her work the broom. “How did you find out about this place?”

      She shrugged again. “Heard some chippies talking about it at the park.”

      “And you’re looking to fund a habit?”

      “I don’t get off anymore. Not in a long time.” Then, strategically, she said, “I’d rather make money on other people's habits than spend it on my own.”

      A minute later he walked off without saying anything more.
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      Q & K Bait and Tackle was a modest structure on north Monroe Canal that wasn’t much larger than a sizeable shed or a small tire shop, depending on who was doing the looking. Twenty years ago it had sat vacant, the carcass of a failed used bookstore, and Quinton signed a three year lease on it before securing a bank loan two years later and putting it in his own name. The property was a half acre and covered in crushed gravel that shone brightly in the sunlight. A concrete boat ramp fed boats and kayaks into the canal.

      Quinton was outside at the back of the shop, wearing his typical garb of cargo shorts and sleeveless T-shirt. He had a casting net stretched across the back wall and was preparing to repair it. Some locals claimed he offered the fastest and best net repair around. Quinton had never afforded the assessment much weight, as he was of the opinion that repairing a casting net did not require the greatest of talents. Like anything, it was a learned skill and, once you got it, it was easy going from there.

      There were three main areas where a net would tear: the lead lines, braille lines, or the mesh itself. This particular net had a two foot tear in the mesh. Quinton unspooled a length of braided line and severed it with his pocket knife. Monofilament matched the net better, but he  preferred braid line as it made for a tighter knot. He wove the strand up through the mesh and wrapped it half a dozen times like he was tying onto a hook and then pushed the end back through the eye, forming a double clinch knot. Then he wove the string through mesh and, leaving a loop in the line, wove the tip of the braid through it three times before pulling it tight and moving down the net. Five minutes later his expertise had a net that some might think to throw away fully repaired and ready for casting. He finished by cutting off the tags and placing a dab of super glue over the knots to ensure they stayed tight. He left the net to hang while the glue dried hard and walked around to the front of the shop and went inside.

      Abel Del Olmo had been Quinton’s assistant for the last five years, and he had taken care of the business while Quinton was away these last five months. Yesterday Abel had left for a trip of his own: six weeks in Puerto Rico to see family in Mayagüez and Boquerón. Abel had seen to it that Quinton came back to a clean shop. Quinton wasn’t untidy by nature, but the daily tasks of running a small business meant that he didn’t often think about wiping down slow-to-move inventory or the shelves on which they sat. He didn’t think to organize the fishing lines and bait hooks into clearer categories or change out the display items behind the glass of the front counter. But, in his absence, that’s exactly what Abel had done. It looked as if a pay raise was in order upon his return.

      The small back room behind the counter served as his office, and Quinton sat into the chair behind his desk. The ticket stub sat next to his mouse pad. He had always loved ticket stubs. But this particular one, the one with the Cubs logo that represented the empty seat from that first day, was the most special of all. He picked it up and flipped it back and forth across his fingers as his window unit blew cool air over his skin.

      His first stop, back in April, had been to see the Mariners in Seattle, then it was down to the Bay Area to see the A’s and the Giants and then the Royals in Kansas City. After St. Louis, where the Cards had played the Dodgers, he slowly made his way to Chicago for his final game with the Cubs. He had a ticket for a May 10th game—a center field seat right up on the wall. It’s where Kat had wanted to be. But Quinton discovered, on his way to the Windy City, that the closer he got the sicker he felt. The game was the next afternoon and his hotel reservation was on N. Halsted, not a couple blocks from the stadium. He got as close as Naperville before he skirted up an exit ramp, eventually catching I-90 north. He didn’t stop until nearly three hours later when he arrived in Madison, Wisconsin. He stayed there for a month, watching TV in his hotel room and visiting local bars until he went up to Minneapolis, where he spent a couple weeks before making his way through Des Moines, Lincoln, and, finally, Denver. Andrés had called in the middle of it, wondering where he was. “I need more time” was all Quinton had initially said. But then he told Andrés that while he was roaming the country he would get in touch with some of their distributors’ connections and see what additional relationships he could make. And he had done it. But only half heartedly, and nothing much came of it.

      Finally, after postponing it for over three months, Quinton mustered up the courage to go back to Chicago. He made it to the city, to his hotel, and the next day he finally saw a game at Wrigley Field. What happened after the game was over, as Quinton walked out of the ballpark, was what some big-haired television preacher might call ‘a miracle of divine healing’. Quinton found that he didn’t hurt like he thought he would. In fact, he felt, for the first time in ten years, free. He had done what he set out to do. He had fulfilled his promise to his little girl.

      So he bought tickets for the rest of that series and all of the next. The Cubbies were in town for the next four days, gone three days after that to play the Pirates, and then back to the Windy City for four more game with the Brewers. There wasn’t another ticket available for the remaining games in that same seat in center field. But that was all right. He found an available ticket for the next eight games two sections over that put him closer to right field, still right up on the wall. Once he had the tickets, he called Andrés and told him when to expect his return.

      That next day the sun was high above the ball park as the second inning got up and going and a middle-aged man in a Cubs hat and blue Báez jersey sat down next to Quinton. He set his drink in the drink holder and the container full of nachos on his knee. He had a small nose and pinched but cheerful eyes. He stuck out his right hand.

      “Hi there. Zeke Beaker.”

      Quinton shook his hand, told Zeke his name. “Beaker?”

      “Yeah, but my friends call me Beak. You can call me Beak if you like.”

      “Okay, Beak. You come to games here often?”

      In fact, Beak did comes to games often. He was a full-season ticket holder for the seat he was currently occupying. “My dad took me here as a kid. I sat right here and he sat where you are. He’s gone now, but every year I’ve got to do it when they’re home. How about you? You get down here a lot?”

      Quinton said he was just doing a little traveling around the country and left it at that. They spoke intermittently throughout the game.

      And so it went the next night. And the next. It was at game number four when Quinton asked Beaker what was good to do around here for a guy who’s in town for a couple more weeks.

      Zeke Beaker perked. “What’re you doing in Chicago for that long?”

      Quinton motioned toward the field.

      “Ah, yes. The ol’ Wrigley Wrangle as I like to say. There’s no better ballpark in the country. I don’t care what those brats up at Fenway say. The ivy bloomed well here this year. You know there are people around here—I wouldn't call them fans by any stretch—who say we should just rip out the ivy and install padding against the warning track? Pleeease.”

      “A tragedy, indeed,” Quinton agreed.

      “However,” Zeke continued, “if you want more sun you could stroll the lake front or lay out on the Oak Street Beach. You could catch some blues and barbecue at Kingston Mines if you’re into that kind of sound.” Then Zeke, like he had been struck with a bolt of hospitality, said, “Why don’t you come over to my place tomorrow night? We can have a few more beers, and I’ve got some old Cubs games on DVD that I carried over from VHS. Matter of fact, one of them is the ‘The Sandberg Game’. Remember that one? When we were playing the Cards and Ryno hit two, two home runs off Bruce Sutter in as many innings?”

      Quinton smiled. “That was a helluva game. I think I watched that one from my granddad’s living room.”

      “So you’re in?”

      “Yeah. Sure. Why not?” Spending all his time alone these past several months was starting to wear him thin, and Beaker seemed like a nice enough guy. Quinton wasn’t a full-on introvert, but he wasn’t an all-out extrovert either. Probably somewhere in the middle. Happy hour but not cocktail parties; aisle, not center seat.

      And so, the next night, and for the next three evenings thereafter, Quinton went over to Zeke’s place for dinner, beers, and baseball. It turned out that Zeke Beaker lived alone in a high-rise condo overlooking Lake Michigan and was neighbors with Dicaprio, when he was there, which was almost never. On the third night, as they sat on Beak’s couch, both of them became progressively wasted as they worked their way through two cases of Coors. But Zeke more so than Quinton, bringing the former to lapse into a moment of unbridled transparency. “Quinton. You know how I afford all this and can still make all the afternoon home games?”

      “How’s that?” Quinton asked.

      Beak stared stupidly at the ceiling, his chin nearly resting on his chest, his words starting to draw out. “Cocaine, man. People looove the cocaine, and I looove to give it to them.”

      Over the last decade Quinton had been more tight-lipped about his extra-vocational activities than an Amish preacher selling iPhones on a side hustle. So because his host had broken the proverbial ice and because his brain was floating in a bog of Rocky Mountain Pilsner that served to drown all his daytime inhibitions, Quinton popped the top. “No joke? Huh. Me too. Go figure.”

      Beak slowly turned at the neck and looked at him, his eyes swimming around in their sockets. “You run it too?”

      “Yeah, brother. Down in Florida. Mostly bring it in and run it north.” Then he burst out in a fit of laughter, his Coors spilling over the lip of the can. “Maybe...maybe you get yours from me!” There was much laughter after that, but the conversation turned to making fun of the Pirates and commercials dealing with ear and nose hair. Finally, the fermented hops had the final word and lulled them both to sleep.

      The next day neither man woke until after ten. Zeke had somehow made it to his bed during the night. Quinton found that he had drooled a soft, wet spot into the leather couch and his mouth tasted like a diseased racoon had crawled in during the night and died. Zeke made them coffee and a protein shake and they sat on the porch, watching people that were not hungover run through the park and swim in the lake.

      Neither spoke for a half hour. When their second cups of coffee were lukewarm and half their shakes gone, Zeke said, “That’s crazy that you run the cocaine too, man. So crazy.”

      Quinton felt his fingertips turn to ice. “What’s that?”

      “The co-caine, man. It’s so crazy that we’re in the same business.”

      Quinton stared into the railing, unresponsive. Had they talked about that last night? Surely he hadn’t. He had been at this for a decade and had never told a soul. That would be the epitome of foolishness. He hadn’t drunk that much. Had he? Beer never made him forget. That was a job for tequila, and he hadn’t downed that much tequila since before he had a pregnancy stick thrown at his face. Quinton suddenly felt as if he were in a horror movie and he was the guy about to get eaten. “I can’t remember us talking about that,” he finally said.

      “Oh, well we did, man. Totally did. You were saying how you all—” Zeke stopped talking when he saw his newest friend’s expression. He took a sip of his coffee and frowned at the cup as he swallowed. “Look, man. If you’re sorry you told me anything, you’ve got nothing to worry about. You’re down there, I’m up here.” Then he glanced over at Quinton, and after taking note of his body language said, “But if this is like a one-night stand where you wake up in the morning and regret the night before I totally get it. All is forgotten.”

      “No,” Quinton said quickly. If he said it, he said it. He couldn’t take it back. “It’s fine. How long have you been in the game?”

      “Five years now.” Zeke laughed. “Wish to God it was twenty. Blow is having a comeback, as I’m sure you know, but up here we’re all about mixed marriages, you know what I mean?”

      “I don’t think I do.”

      “Mixing, man. Lacing up. Intermingling.”

      “You mean cutting it?”

      Zeke snapped his fingers. “Damn right we are. Ask me with what?”

      “With what?”

      Zeke teased out the syllables. “Fen-ta-nyl. Fentanyl, man. It’s the newest thing. Like dipping your ice cream in chocolate was back in the fifties.”

      “I don’t know a lot about it,” Quinton said. “A friend of mine was prescribed something last year after his hand surgery that had fentanyl in it.”

      “Well, yeah. It’s an opioid man.” He lowered his voice and smoothed it out. “A real downer. Makes you feel like you’re laying on a cloud, floating across a universe filled with gumdrops and rainbows. Even unicorns, if you’re into that kind of thing,” he laughed.

      “So how’s that work lacing it with blow? Coke’s an upper, not a downer.”

      “Quinton,” Zeke the Beak’s voice was all business now. “Help me out here. Where do you rank? You work curbside or do you bring it in?”

      Quinton hesitated. “We bring it in.” Then he added, “Being on the coast helps. We don’t work the curbs. We just get it to distributors in the larger cities.”

      Zeke set his coffee down. “Ohhh, man. That is perfect. So perfect.” His excitement animated his hands as he spoke. “Listen, you could make ten times what you are now and not have to get any more buyers. Your buyers will be coming to you begging for more kilos than you could ever dream up.”

      And there it was. A seemingly ordinary moment on a penthouse balcony, while large white clouds floated casually over Lake Michigan and most of the city was hard at work, that three words were spoken that would change everything: the moment when Quinton slowly ran his tongue across his pearly whites and said, “Let’s hear it.”

      Zeke straightened up and set his elbows on his knees, his voice a flurry of excitement. “Okay, man, here it is. You’re right, fentanyl is a downer, but it’s highly addictive. As you’ll be aware, a large part of the coke market is represented by weekend users—just normal folks looking to have a little fun. But. What if you tossed a wee bit of something else that they have to have again? Some poor freshman at the local college studying for that midterm thinks he’s just snorting a little dust, but the next day he finds that he needs another hit, and then another, and he’s hooked. It’s not your product that does that. It’s my additive. We’re even getting heroin addicts to switch over.”

      “So you’re expanding your market,” Quinton said.

      “No. No. No,” Zeke chuckled. “Not market expansion. You’re goofing the idea all up. It’s market assurance. I mean, where can you go and get ninety-five percent repeat business? My sister-in-law runs an online clothing boutique and from what I hear it only rides a sixty percent repeat tops. We don’t want them to be users; we need them to be addicts. You get them laced up, man, and they want more. And man, our coke is laced up more than a virgin’s thigh on her wedding night. Folks think they’re buying a kite when what you’re really selling them is a trip to the moon for pennies on the dollar. When their capsule comes burning back through the atmosphere and splashes down in the ocean they open up that hatch begging for you to send them back. All of a sudden hovering fifty feet over a war monument in the park on a piece of nylon string doesn’t do it for them. And these people, the ones who would only dust their noses in a club a couple weekends a month or while cramming for finals, now they’re hooked in, man. I mean barb all the way down the throat isn’t coming back out hooked.”

      Much to his surprise, Quinton found that he was catching Zeke Beaker’s excitement. For ten years now he and Ringo had stuck with one product. That had been the smart, the wise move. And now they knew that market inside and out. They even dominated it across their local area now that Nunez was gone. Ordinarily, Quinton would have never, not in a million years, considered doing what Zeke was doing with his operation. But a question that had been rattling around his subconscious the last few months suddenly became a clear and coherent thought. Isn’t it time you started making a little something too? That was it. A very simple question that could only have a complex answer.

      He and Ringo had helped hundreds, if not thousands, of families over the years. Because of them children were still breathing and playing Little League and going to recitals. Neither he nor Ringo had ever taken a dime from this side enterprise of theirs. Not a single red cent. Outside of business expenses, everything they had made—millions over the years—had been distributed to non-profits all over the country, organizations on the front lines of pediatric cancer research. Even the mansion in Ionia had been a gift from César five years ago. As far as Quinton knew it was still in an offshore trust held by Angelos Negros.

      But now, he was surprised to hear the hoarse voice of Larry Lawrence barking in his ear: So you’ve helped a few people and you’re proud of it. Whoop-de-doo, people. Whoop. De. Doo. One day, they are going to die and you are going to die. That great soul train of the universe is going to carry you off and dump you at the eternal tar pits. So, you want something? Go get it. You want more out of life? Just. Go. Get. It.”

      They would keep helping people—Quinton didn’t want to stop doing that—but maybe it was time to get a little bit for themselves too. Maybe it was time to see what else they could do with this business.

      “Hey, man? You still with me?”

      Quinton drained the last of his now cold coffee. “So you just mix in the fentanyl? How do you get it?”

      “Okay, so of course with coke you have all this growing and processing that has to happen. Same with heroin—it’s just poppies instead of coca leaves. This stuff, you can make in a bucket for next to nothing. So cheap, man. And I mean like baking soda cheap. It used to be that you had to depend on bad apples in the pharmaceutical plant or greedy doctors or pharmacists. The product was steady, but it was a faucet drip. I’m telling you, Quinton, this is early adoption. You get in now before the competition and you’ll dominate. You’re down in Florida. How far are you from…” He snapped his fingers. “Well, shoot. I can’t remember. I think she said Punta Gorda? Something like that.”

      “It’s in the county just north of us.”

      Zeke whistled long and low. “Mannn, do I have a career twist for you. One of my best friends from grade school is down there doing what I’m doing.”

      “No kidding?”

      “No kidding. She’s looking for a legit coke supplier. She’s got one now, but she says quality is the pits. I don’t know how good yours is, but I could maybe connect the two of you.”

      That next day Quinton decided to skip the Cubs’ next home series and return to Florida. He had to bring the idea to Ringo. Quinton was fairly certain he wouldn't go for it, but he was going to try anyway. And then he found that he didn’t need to speak with Ringo about it after all. Rather, Ringo told him he was stepping down, that he was handing the reins over.

      Now, as he tucked the ticket stub beneath his mouse pad, Quinton started to ponder the rules they had established all those years ago. If he wanted to, he could turn his pencil upside down, erase anything he didn’t want to keep, and re-write the commandments. He was the finger of God now, the two stone tablets without a word yet upon them. Maybe it was time to start making a little coin for himself, to enjoy the fruits of his labors. He could do that if he wanted. Because he was in charge now.

      New Ringo, new rules.

      The front door to the bait shop clattered open—it didn’t have a bell, the sound annoyed Quinton—and a lady that could only be called stunning walked in. She wore a bright yellow halter top that hardly covered her breasts, revealing a flat stomach and a navel ring. Her denim shorts, if they could even be called shorts, put long legs, perfect and evenly tanned, on display. Her jet black hair had a purple stripe down the side.

      Quinton, being a man, perked up and came to his feet. He maneuvered out from behind his desk and stepped up behind the counter. “Can I help you find something?”

      Her eyes sparkled with intent, and the A/C unit blew her body spray around the shop, replacing the piscine odor of live bait with whipped vanilla and cherry blossoms. Her movements were subtly provocative and as she approached the counter Quinton exercised every bit of willpower to keep his eyes from falling down the deep ravine between her breasts.

      “Hello,” she said. “I’m Stacey Blume.” Her accent was rich with Southern sultry.

      He nodded, his blood warming. “Quinton Davis. You looking for something in particular?”

      “Somewhat. From what I understand you and I have a mutual friend.”

      “And who is that?”

      “Zeke Beaker.”

      Quinton’s expression flattened.

      “I was just in the area and thought you might want to talk about any mutual interests regarding our products.”

      Quinton said nothing, so she continued, this time with a bit of uncertainty in her voice. “Our product is the talk of the town, as I’m sure you’ve heard. It works great with what you’re selling.”

      Quinton’s business savvy kicked in, overriding his testosterone. He looked down at her hand and smiled. “That’s a nice ring.”

      “Oh,” she smiled. She brought the ring up and cradled it with her other hand. “Thank you. I got it just a couple weeks ago.”

      “Can I see it?” he asked.

      Charmed, she extended her hand to him and he gently took it into his, the way he might a baby bird. She teased a smile while he examined it. And then, with a sudden movement, Quinton brought out his other hand and clamped it around her wrist; firmly, too firmly, like he was crushing a baby bird. Her eyes became dark pools of confusion. “What are you doing?” He ignored her and plucked up her ring finger. He wrapped his hand around it. Her eyes widened in sudden fear. Quinton lifted it away from the others. “Ouch!” She tried to pull back, but he was far too strong. “What are you doing? Ouch...you’re hurting me...let...go!”

      Quinton did not let go, but he did stop the advance of her finger. “What the hell do you think you’re doing?” he growled.

      Squirming, she said, “I’m trying to have a conversation with you. I hear...ow!..I heard you might be good for it.”

      “I am a businessman, lady. What you just did coming in here like this is not only unprofessional, it’s full of risk. You want to do business with me, you’re going to have to act like you’re running a business, not a whorehouse.” He released her hand and she took it into her bosom, massaging it.

      “You’re a jerk.”

      “And you need to leave.”

      She huffed and turned toward the door.

      “I’m very interested in your product,” he said flatly. She drew up but did not turn around. “But I’m not interested in working with anyone who walks slipshod. Prove me wrong.”

      She stared indignantly at the door for several moments before pushing against it and exiting the shop.

      Quinton went back to his desk, angry and disappointed.

      Zeke Beaker called him a half hour later and apologized.
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      The glowing Arizona sun had nearly completed its descent below the horizon when the man hurried across the Walgreens parking lot and went inside. Deneford watched him from the comfort of his rental car. He recognized the Indian man with the white hair from a brief conversation earlier. And that was good.

      Deneford still had not found his target after his escape from the hospital. He had spent the last eight hours moving from business to business, flashing his badge and asking dozens of shop owners and employees if they had seen a man with Virgil’s description. They had not. Deneford had worked the route with caution, careful to avoid the police who were patrolling the streets, looking for the escaped John Doe, often getting out and inquiring inside businesses as well. Nothing had turned up. That left only a couple options. One, Deneford hadn’t thrown out a wide enough net. Somehow, Virgil had managed, in the condition that he was in, to get further than a half mile out from the hospital. But something told him that hadn’t happened. Deneford had searched everywhere: bathrooms in the nearest high rises, diners, mom and pop stores, doctors’ offices in the medical district. He used his badge to get security guards to review their camera footage, telling them to call him if they found anything. But Virgil had vanished.

      And that’s when Deneford went back to the rental car and brought out his surveillance equipment from his duffle bag. There were three pharmacies within a half mile radius; and Deneford only had four micro cameras—each the size of a nickel. For this to work he needed two per location. He chose the two most logical locations and planted the cameras near the medical supplies. Then he sat in his car and waited.

      Now, Deneford watched the feed on his phone as the Indian man grabbed up a handful of gauze packets, antibacterial ointment, pain relief, compression bandages, and a couple other items that Deneford couldn’t identify through the small black and white video feed.

      Pleased with himself, Deneford smiled. Five minutes later the gentleman hurried out of the Walgreens clutching several plastic bags, one of which contained several bottles of Gatorade. He got into his car and quickly drove off.

      Deneford didn’t need to follow him. He knew where he was headed.

      
        
        ____________________

      

      

      Dinesh Aziz held the bottle of Gatorade to Virgil’s lips and watched as the man drank greedily. He pulled away from the bottle and swallowed. “Thank you.”

      “Yes. Tomorrow I must take you to a doctor.”

      A hefty knock rattled the front door. Virgil and Aziz looked at each other, wide eyed. “Don’t,” Virgil said. “Just act like no one is here.”

      They were in the back room of Mr. Aziz’s pawn shop where Virgil had slept for the past seven hours. He had tried to fight it, but after the kind store owner had decided to believe Virgil’s story, he had taken him in and fashioned a pallet of blankets for him in the corner of the back room. Virgil had asked Mr. Aziz to wake him in two hours. Instead, the older man gave him seven hours and woke him holding a bottle of Percocet he had gotten from home and a bottle of Gatorade.

      Another knock, followed by a “Hello? Mr. Aziz? I believe I forgot my wallet here earlier today. Hello?”

      “No,” Virgil whispered. “Don’t go. It’s not worth the risk. He can come back tomorrow.”

      Mr. Aziz hesitated and then stood up. “Let me just see who it is.”

      “No...don’t.”

      The older man stood and peeked around the corner. “I can’t see what he looks like. It’s too dark.” Then he jerked back into the room. “I think he saw me.”

      “Just leave him be.”

      Another knock. Harder this time. “Please, sir.”

      “Don’t answer that door, Mr. Aziz.” Virgil watched as the pawn shop owner struggled with a decision. Before he could object again the shop owner had straightened his back, lifted his chin, and stepped into the main service area with a hurried but professional stride.

      He unlocked the door and opened it. “How can I help you? We closed a few minutes ago.”

      The man’s presence was imposing. He stood tall over the short Indian man. “I’m sorry, sir. The sign here said you don’t close for another hour yet. I think I left my wallet here earlier today. Have you come across one?”

      “No...I did not find one today.”

      “It’s important that I find it,” Deneford said. “May I come in and look for it? I may have set it down by the tools. I was looking for some wrenches.”

      Mr. Aziz hesitated again and then made the last decision of his life. “Okay. But please hurry. I need to get home.”

      “Of course.”

      Deneford stepped in and walked back to the area with the tools, away from the front window. Aziz followed him. Deneford stepped behind the shelving and bent over, fingering the tools and quickly feigning discovery. He stood erect and turned to Aziz, a pre-owned hammer clutched in his palm. “Sir, you shouldn’t have helped him.”

      Deneford heard a soft tap from the back of the store, like metal on metal, like a door shutting.

      Aziz started to tremble. “I do not want any trouble. Please.”

      “Certainly.” When forensics showed up it needed to look like a man in a wheelchair had hit the man. Deneford dropped to his knees and swung the hammer around into the older man’s temple. Aziz went flying into a steel framed rack filled with electric saws and chainsaws and then crumpled to the ground, unconscious, blood seeping from his head.

      Deneford walked calmly across the room and into the back, where he stopped momentarily and took in a corner where a pallet of blankets and a folded sleeping bag lay. A couple Walgreens bags lay on the floor. Next to the bags was an unopened box of gauze squares and a half-empty bottle of grape Gatorade. A pillow inked with small blotches of dried blood.

      He walked to the heavy metal door on the back wall and pushed it open. Stepping out, he looked down an alley illuminated by weary incandescents and weak halogens. Virgil was struggling to advance in a wheelchair using only one arm. Deneford walked toward him in an unhurried manner. Virgil’s chair turned unexpectedly into the corner of a dumpster. Struggling, Virgil backed it up and into the center of the alley. But then, he just stopped. He took his hand off the wheel and set it on the armrest. Like he was giving in. Like he was okay with what would come next.

      Deneford approached and stepped in front of him.

      Virgil smiled faintly. “Took you long enough to find a guy in a wheelchair.”

      “You know I have to make this look like you had an accident.”

      “I know,” Virgil said. “Let’s just get this over with.”

      “Yes. Let’s.”

      Deneford walked around to the back of the wheelchair. He grabbed the handle grips and shoved up and toward the right. The wheelchair dumped its occupant, and Virgil crashed into the asphalt, the side of his head making a hollow thump as it smacked down. Deneford squatted down and placed a strong hand on Virgil’s good arm, pinning him to the asphalt. He reached out and secured the palm of his hand over Virgil’s mouth, then pinched his nose with his thumb and forefinger. When Deneford looked into Virgil’s eyes he saw a man who was not frightened. He didn’t look anxious. As his air supply ran down to its last, Virgil strained against Deneford’s hands, contorting his body to try and steal even the smallest pocket of air. But the effort was futile.

      Just as Deneford saw him start to lose consciousness, he said, “You know, as fate would have it, Ellie O’Conner and I have some history.” Deneford leaned in, whispered. “You know I’m going to kill her, right? What was her name? Pascal?”

      Virgil’s eyes reopened halfway and his right foot flopped over. But there was nothing left in the tank. His body relaxed and his chest lowered a final time. His right thumb jerked, and then he lay still. Deneford removed his hand from Virgil’s face and checked for a pulse. Not feeling one, he moved quickly.

      The authorities already had Virgil down for the murder of an as yet unknown woman near Flagstaff. Deneford would add the pawn shop owner to that list.

      There was a loose chunk of concrete near the dumpster. Deneford grabbed it up and set it a few feet behind the wheelchair—something that would have caused it to tip over. Then, for the second time today, he removed the bullets from his revolver. He untucked his shirt tail and rubbed each one down. Being careful not to touch them, he quickly rubbed them along Virgil’s thumb and forefinger and returned them one by one to the cylinder.

      He did the same with the hammer.

      He would come back to the wheelchair to put Virgil’s prints on the gun and leave it with him. Right after he returned to the pawn shop and took care of its owner.

      Then he was off to sunny Florida.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Four

          

        

      

    

    
      Scott Reardon stepped to the corner of 13th Street and K Street NW and waited for the pedestrian light to turn green. Behind him rose the front entrance of the Franklin School, the very building upon whose roof Alexander Graham Bell had sent his first wireless communication over a hundred and fifty years ago.

      He stood with his hands in his pockets, his eyes fixated on a white stripe in the road.  Rita Simmons had called him an hour ago, informing him that the network was going live with the story tomorrow and offering him one last chance to meet with her. He politely declined.

      He had nothing on Rita Simmons or her boss. He started to wonder how the leaker had been privy to that. Reardon had kept his plates spinning across the years because he understood a fundamental fact of human nature. Everyone had dirt in their past: a hidden addiction, a DUI, an affair or two or three. In the ordinary world of accountants, librarians, and network analysts, this kind of information was not career ending and so had little use. But within the Beltway, when a move up the golden ladder of influence and power could only be achieved on the back of public approval, it mattered very much.

      The light turned and he stepped into the street and crossed into Franklin Park. It was dark, and delicate moonbeams cut across branches and leaves of tall oaks and dappled the ground with a soft light. He approached a bench where a man in dark slacks and a dark polo sat. Reardon did not sit. The man stood up.

      “I have a problem,” Reardon said.

      “So I hear.”

      “Why do I have a problem?”

      “I wouldn’t be privy to that. Everything on my end is secure.”

      “I’ll be under scrutiny for a while. Lay low until this simmers down. I’ll reach out when I’m ready to pick up again.”

      “You don’t think it’s retaliation for what happened in Croatia last month? It was bold what you did.”

      “Croatia was necessary. Some had forgotten who they were dealing with.”

      “Perhaps they’re trying to tell you the same thing.”

      Reardon slid a hand into his pocket and produced a flash drive, handed it to his colleague. “What you requested is all there. Except for Lux. Until I know who created the leak I’m keeping that close to the chest.”

      “Then you’d better find out where the leak is, and fast. I can’t do much without Lux.” He looked thoughtfully at Reardon. “What else is bothering you? It’s more than the leak.”

      “Something unexpected went very wrong. Nothing I can’t handle.” With that, Reardon nodded, said, “Good evening,” and then turned and retraced his steps back toward 13th Street.

      As he walked past the statue of Commodore John Barry, Frank O’Conner slipped the flash drive into the pocket of his slacks and dipped back into the shadows.

      
        
        ____________________

      

      

      Ellie hadn’t been able to eat breakfast. She had taken the night before off from the warehouse and slept in till eight o’clock. She felt rested. Still, she thought she might throw up.

      The picture was as large as a sheet of notebook paper. Ellie set it face-up on the table and pushed it over to her sister, who had just finished a plate of sausage and eggs. Katie set her fork down on her plate, and her smile retreated as she assessed the image. “Ellie. What is this?”

      Ellie swallowed hard. “It’s Dad.”

      “I can see that.” Her voice was drawn. “Why does...why does the timestamp say this was taken three months ago?” When Katie looked across the table into her sister’s face, Ellie’s hands went cold.

      “Because he’s not dead, Katie.”

      Katie huffed like it all might be a joke, opened her mouth to speak, and then stalled. She looked back on the picture and shook her head. “What?”

      “Someone at the CIA gave this to me. Someone I trust.”

      Katie put a hand over her mouth and softly repeated herself. “What?” Ellie recalled the first few moments after she saw the photo herself. How it felt like the world had tilted at the edges, how she couldn’t breathe, and the sudden disharmony of horror and hope that had tumbled through her. “I don’t understand,” Katie said. “He...he died. He’s dead.”

      “I think he staged it all,” Ellie said quietly.

      Katie came to her feet, her chair nearly tumbling backward. She shook her head. “He wouldn’t do that.” She looked down on the grainy image. “Would he?”

      “I don’t know.”

      Katie rubbed at her eyebrows with her fingertips. “This can’t be...Ellie, I don’t understand. He...the accident. How long have you known?”

      “A few days after this was taken.”

      “You’ve known for a few months?” There was no accusation in her voice. Only shock.  “Why didn’t you tell me?”

      “Katie, I don’t understand what’s happening or why. The man who gave me this—he wasn’t supposed to. He didn’t offer any answers at the time.”

      Katie stared wide-eyed out the window in her back door. “When will we get some?”

      “That’s the thing. The man who gave me this was killed a couple weeks ago.”

      “Killed?”

      “That’s all I know. I don’t know why, or by whom. But that means that I still don’t know anything more about this photo than you do.”

      Katie blinked and shook her head, stared at her empty plate. “Ellie, he’s really alive?”

      “I think he is.”

      “Why did this...guy give you the photo in the first place?”

      “He was a good man. He thought I needed to know. I just don’t know why. I’ve reached out to someone at Langley, but so far he hasn’t been able to find anything.” Ellie watched her sister, waiting for her to be upset with her. “What are you thinking right now?”

      “If...if he wasn’t kidnapped, then...then that means he faked his own death.”

      Ellie nodded.

      “And that means he’s let us live beneath his lie for the last two years.”

      “I know.”

      “Oh God.” Katie looked back on the photo. She ran the tips of her fingers over his face. “He looks tired. Older.”

      “Yeah.”

      “Do you think he might come—” Katie didn’t finish. She just looked into vacant space.

      “I’ve wondered that a million times,” Ellie said. “To be honest, I think he was probably working with the CIA, not the DOJ. Even so, I’m not sure what to think. I don’t even know whose side he might be on.”

      “Really? How can you not know, Ellie? It’s Dad we’re talking about here.” She rubbed at her cheeks. “I guess we don’t know, do we?”

      “People can change. Even good people like Dad.”

      Katie stood up and went to the cupboard. She pulled out a bottle of wine and and set it on the table, then she slid a wine glass from the cabinet. It was only nine in the morning. Ellie lifted a finger. “Me too,” she said.
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      This time they gave out eleven spots at the warehouse. Dozens of large boxes stood in the receiving bay at the far end of the floor. Nearly a dozen empty crates were spread across the floor behind them. Everyone was told that the boxes contained smaller ones that held a product, about the size of a tissue box. He instructed everyone to stack the small boxes in an orderly fashion on a pallet, twelve high. From there, they were to wrap the stack in clear stretch wrap and then start another pallet. The tape on the large boxes had already cut so, he said, they could get to it.

      When she was done with her first pallet, an old man with no teeth was working next to her and held the roll of stretch film while she wrapped it. When Ellie was three-and-a-half pallets in, the man that had watched her working the other night walked across the floor and approached. “Take a break and follow me.”

      She left her work and he led her across the warehouse floor to an exit door. He opened it and she followed him down a series of metal steps that echoed against their footfalls. They walked across the dirt toward the ancillary building. The light was on inside. He opened the door and she followed him in.

      They were in a small storage room. Shelving that ran along all four walls was filled with tools, file boxes, and three ring binders. A large work table sat in the middle of the room and a single light bulb hung from an exposed wire over its center.

      Two other men were already there. Anyone else in Ellie’s position might have felt alarmed. But Ellie detected nothing in the room’s energy or the men’s dispositions that told her she had reason for concern.

      The man she followed inside motioned toward a chair in the corner. “Have a seat.” He remained standing, as did the others.

      “I’ll stand,” she said.

      “I’m Javier.” He gestured to the other two. “That there is Luis. And Ollie.”

      She nodded toward them. “What do you need?” she asked.

      “Do you like the work you’re doing for us?”

      She shrugged. “I don’t know that I’m in a position to complain.”

      “The other night you said you would rather make money on other people's habits than spend it on your own. What did you mean by that?”

      Ellie looked at each man in turn. Coming back to Javier, she said, “Was that not clear?”

      Javier rubbed his chin, said, “If it was clear I wouldn’t have asked you.”

      Ellie crossed her arms. “Look, I don’t know if you guys knew a Jose Perez.” When their surprised expressions told her that they did, she continued. “I ran a curb for him. Up near Burnt Store.” Luis and Ollie looked at each other. “When Nunez was killed and Jose got arrested, my source dried up. I can’t sell the blanks that are out there now. I’ve got a connection in Orlando who can get me on a curb again, pushing the sort of quality I was getting from Jose.” She looked back at Javier. “Is that clear enough for you?”

      “If we can get you a better job, do you still need to make it to Orlando?”

      “Depends. What will I be doing?”

      “That I can’t say. But before we go any further you would need a ride. You have a car? It’s ten miles from here.”

      “That’s not a problem,” she said. “I can figure it out.”

      “This new gig pays very well and might get you back to what you were doing before.” He quoted her a figure. “You interested?”

      “I guess so.”

      There was a notepad on the table top. Javier grabbed a pen and scratched something down. He ripped off the top sheet and handed it to her. “It’s a plant farm a couple miles from here. You’ll work up to six hours starting at 7 pm. Start the night after next.”

      She looked down at the paper. “A plant farm?”

      “Yeah. You know, like a commercial nursery? They’re short a couple hands. If you’re interested, you have to be there night after next. If not, don’t bother.”

      “I’ll be there.”

      “One more thing. If you’ve got a phone, don’t bring it. Don’t even leave it in your car.” Then Javier dismissed her, and Ellie walked back to the warehouse with a smile on her lips.
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      The address Quinton had been given led him to an office park in Punta Gorda. He parked his truck in an open spot near the front door and went inside, clutching a stainless steel travel mug in his hand. The interior was old, but not dirty, showing its age by the outdated bricked walls of the lobby, gold-chromed lighting, and dark, thinning carpet. A set of stairs rode up the wall to his right, and he took them to the second floor.

      A minute later he was escorted to the back of the suite and into Stacey Blume’s office. Today she wore black jeans and a white blouse that, while still revealing her navel, covered most of her stomach. The lady who had walked into his bait shop a few days ago was nowhere to be seen. Stacey’s disposition was all business. Apparently, her sultry little show had been intended as some kind of test. Quinton had passed, but her finger was still sore.

      They spent the first few minutes discussing their legitimate businesses. As it turned out, Stacey Blume owned several businesses throughout Lee and Charlotte counties. Businesses that included a small chain of hair salons, a food processing plant, and a lighting manufacturer that specialized in commercial LEDs.

      Quinton set his travel mug on her desk and pushed it toward her. “Here’s the coffee you asked for. Let me know what you think.”

      Stacey picked up the mug.  “You can speak freely in here.” She removed the lid, peered in, then set it aside. “Very good. I’ll have it tested and get back with you. I take it you were familiar with Mateo Nunez?”

      “Of course.”

      “He was my coke supplier. Since he was taken down I’ve been trying to find a local supplier who can get me something purer than forty percent. Right now, I’m getting garbage and I’d rather not have to source as far out as Miami or Tampa.”

      Quinton dipped his head toward the mug. “Ours is eighty percent. Minimum.”

      Stacey broke into a sudden laugh, nearly a giggle. “Come on. No one gets over sixty percent. Certainly not eighty. Not unless you have people in the actual production cycle.”

      When all she got back was a blank stare, her smiled dried up. “If you’re not BS’ing me then I think you and I will have a very long relationship.”

      “Tell me about fentanyl,” he said. “How do you get it?”

      “I was getting it from China, but we recently learned how to source the required chemicals ourselves. Once you have that, making it is like mixing up a batch of cookies.”

      “Beak was saying that you’re lacing the coke with it?”

      “Oh. Yes. I’m telling you, it’s the future. Once the street dealers have their semi-annual customers becoming semi-weekly customers, they find that they can’t move their supply fast enough. That’s all because of the additive. I don’t know what all Beak told you about the process, but fentanyl is sixty to eighty times more potent than heroin. Than heroin,” she repeated. “We’ll literally add in only three to four grains of fentanyl—and I mean like the size of a grain of salt—to every gram of coke.” She snapped her painted fingers. “And then we have a new customer for life.”

      Before Quinton left Stacey Blume’s office a half hour later, he discovered that sitting there, talking with her, he was beginning to feel something he hadn’t felt his entire ten years working at this business. It was a newfound kind of energy—excitement maybe. The way you feel just before you get in that small plane that will take you skydiving or when your toes are hugging the edge of a cliff as you contemplate the forty foot drop into the hot springs below. It was that anticipation, that thrill that hovered just below the skin.

      It was indeed the dawn of a new era.
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      Late that morning Ellie had walked down to The Salty Mangrove and helped her sister serve customers through the lunch hour. Tyler had come down and spent an hour working on the repairs to the indoor seating area. He had the exterior all framed in but was still short on lumber for the ceiling joists. All of the lumber yards and home supply stores were running out of supplies as soon as they got them in. Once the lunch crowd died down, Ellie and Tyler left the bar together to go shooting at Reticle, something they hadn’t been able to squeeze in between hurricanes and drug dealers and kidnappers over these last few weeks.

      Tyler led the way down the narrow ramp that led to the crushed shell parking lot, and they got into his truck. When he slipped his keys into the ignition and started it up, the radio blared out Metallica’s Fuel. He reached toward the radio knob and punched it off.

      “Hey. That’s not George Strait or Kenny Chesney,” Ellie said.

      He gripped the steering wheel. “Don’t tell my mama.”

      “You know, a guy like you can’t just cross genres like that. You’ve already moved to Florida, something a real Texan would never do anyway.” Then, remembering why he had moved out here in the first place, Ellie found herself feeling a little foolish. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to be insensi—”

      He raised a genial hand and then jumped as a loud, rapping knock sounded on his window. He turned and saw Gloria on the other side of the glass. To his right, Ellie was laughing. He turned toward her. “I wasn’t startled, okay? I just...wasn't prepared.” He rolled down his window. Gloria set a hand on his door, wheezing. They waited for her to catch her breath.

      “Sorry...I haven’t….” She paused, took in another batch of oxygen. “Haven’t run that fast since grade school.”

      Tyler was surprised it had been that recent. “What’s up?” he asked.

      “I—” Her gaze fell to the inside of Tyler’s truck. “This is a nice truck, Tyler.” She leaned in a little. “I like the black leather.”

      “Thanks.”

      “Did you need to tell us something?” Ellie prodded.

      “Oh.” She laughed at herself. “Of course. Yes.” She rubbed at her forehead. “I’m a little embarrassed. Ellie, a friend of yours called the bar late yesterday morning, right after Katie opened it. Katie had gone over to the coolers at the marina to get some fish when the phone rang, so I answered it. A man was looking for you, said he didn’t have another number for you.”

      “Who was it?” Ellie asked.

      “He told me to tell just you. No one else.” Gloria looked at Tyler suspiciously, like he might be a spy, like maybe this had been the moment he’d been waiting for all along.

      “Tyler can hear it too, Gloria. Did he say what he wanted?”

      “Well, see, I don’t know about that. Honestly, I’m a bit confused myself. Fu is convinced you have a secret boyfriend or something.”

      Tyler’s brows went up.

      “He sounded a little distressed and made me repeat the message back to him three times.”

      “So who was it?” Ellie asked.

      “He said his name was Virgil.”

      Ellie’s next words were filled with tension. “What was the message?”

      Gloria waved a hand. “Like I said, I don’t understand it, and Fu, well, he said—”

      “Gloria!” Ellie snapped, and didn’t apologize.

      “Oh. Sorry. Virgil said to tell you...duststorm?”

      From the corner of his eye, Tyler saw Ellie’s entire body tense. She leaned toward the driver’s window. “You’re sure that’s the word he used? Duststorm? It’s important.”

      “Well, sure. I remember because I got to thinking about this show I saw on TV where—”

      “Gloria,” Ellie interjected, softer now. She managed a light smile. “It was just an old college friend of mine carrying on an ancient joke between us. Silly. I’m sorry you pulled away from the bar just for that.”

      Gloria relaxed. “Oh, good. Like I said, he just sounded so worried and made me promise half a dozen times that I would get you the message right away. I thought maybe he or you were in some kind of trouble.”

      “He’s a bit of a troublemaker, even to this day,” Ellie said. “It’s an old game he just won’t let go. Tell Fu to forget all that nonsense about a boyfriend.”

      Tyler let out a breath.

      Gloria, looking relieved, said, “I’m sorry I forgot to tell you. As soon as we hung up, Greg Sanderson docked and called us over to see this huge redfish. It was in his live well and he was going to send it back into the water.”

      Ellie thanked her again, and Gloria waddled back up the ramp.

      Tyler brought the window back up. “That wasn’t good news she gave you.”

      “Drive,” she said.

      He backed the truck up and pulled out onto Oleander Street. The cab was oddly silent for the next mile. Ellie rubbed her palms back and forth against the tops of her thighs. “You know how I told you a few weeks ago about the old team I had been with in Europe?”

      “Of course.”

      “The man who called the bar—he’s the teammate I saw at Mango Mania.”

      “Okay.”

      “Back then we had a codebook that gave us terms for certain situations. Many went unused, but we had to know them in the event that we ever needed them. That word, it was just a precaution, one of the terms in our book that we had to know.”

      “Duststorm?”

      She nodded.

      Tyler kept his eyes on the road and spoke slowly. “What does it mean?”

      She took in a deep breath and let it go in a controlled release. “It means I have someone after me.”

      “After you? As in, someone who wants to kill you?”

      “Yes.”

      Tyler shook his head and blew a puff of air from his cheeks. “And you’re sure this isn’t a joke?”

      “He wouldn't joke like that. He was going out to Arizona to look into a hunch.”

      “What kind of hunch?”

      “I really can’t say more than that.”

      “Come on, Ellie.”

      “Just...give me some time to work this out, okay?”

      “You’re going to the cops, right?”

      “No,” Ellie said.

      “What?” Tyler hit his brakes, pulled off onto the grassy shoulder. He looked over at her. “Ellie, come on.”

      “Tyler, you need to understand what this means. A trained killer—call him an assassin if you want—is probably coming for me. The police can’t do anything about it.”

      “Well, dammit, what about the CIA? Can’t they post people around your house or something? Don’t they have a code word for that?”

      “That’s not how it works. I have a contact I trust. I’ve already reached out to him for answers about my dad. I’ll tell him about this too, but he won’t be able to get me protection. For now, all he’ll be able to do is get me to the right person to file a report. I don’t even know who’s after me. For all I know it’s someone on the inside. If Langley knew anything they would have already warned me.”

      Tyler’s jaw was clenched, and he shook his head again. “Unbelievable. So what are you gonna do? You can stay at my place or something.”

      “No. I can’t stay with anyone I have connections with. I need to lay low until all this gets sorted out.”

      “Lay low?” He dragged an open palm across his stubbly chin. “Someone is literally coming to kill you?”

      She threw her hands up. “I don’t know what’s going on, Tyler. I just know that I don’t have a reason not to trust what Virgil was trying to tell me.” Trying to...trying to. Why did he only try to? she thought. Why did he only call the one time? Suddenly, Ellie felt ill. “Yesterday morning,” she said quietly.

      “What?”

      “Gloria said he called yesterday morning.”

      “So...why hasn’t he called again?” Tyler finished. “You think they got to him?”

      She straightened up. “I need to rent a place. Right across the canal from mine, if I can. I need you to put it in your name. And I need you to get Citrus and some stuff from my house for me.”

      “Okay. Sure.”

      “And I’ll need to borrow the truck you keep at Reticle.”

      “That old clunker? Okay.” He ripped his hat off his head and ran a hand through his hair. “Good Lord, Ellie, this is ridiculous.”

      “I’m aware of that. But I have a plan.”

      “You have a plan? Already?” He looked glumly out the windshield. “Of course you do.” He shook his head and pulled the truck back onto the road.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      Each fall, around the first week of October, Sandi Littlejohn would trade in her Cadillac Escalade for the newest model. From there she would drive it directly to a shop in Fort Myers where they would strip the paint and slap on a coat of Pepto pink. When Sandi drove her Escalade around Pine Island, it would glisten in the Florida sun like a child’s candy on wheels. And it wasn’t just the Escalade that was pink. It was all pink: her clothing, nails, earrings, phone cover, shoes, pens, purse, wallet, eyeshadow; Sandi plundered the world of all things adorned with the fanciful color. Someone had recently started a rumor that even her toilet lid was pink, and no one was quite sure that it was wrong. Sandi had heard that one when she was getting her hair done at Hattie’s Hairport and liked it very much. Someone else had once quipped that Sandi Littlejohn gave pink a bad name, and maybe she did, but she had a brand no one could compete with and, as a result, happened to manage more vacation rentals than anyone else on the island.

      No one was privy to the fact that her favorite color was actually a softer version of olive green, and Sandi had no immediate plans to tell them. Locals chatting it up behind coffee cups and beer mugs and fishing poles didn’t tend to gossip much about people who had an optical affair with olive green. They did, however, gossip about Pepto pink, about a tacky sense of style. Sandi Littlejohn happened to know this and just how to capitalize on it.

      “Come See Sandi...You’ll be Tickled Pink!”

      This is who Tyler went to see about renting the house across the canal from Ellie’s. He had never met the lady, but she had a three o’clock available today. So Tyler had jumped in his truck and driven up to Pine Island Center. He had expected to find an eccentric, middle-aged woman wearing too much makeup who drawled on and laughed too much. What he found instead was a first rate professional.

      Many of the homes in St. James City were owned by snowbirds, who came down from up north each year, generally around December, and waited for the icy snows to come and go before heading back up to their summer homes. The interim months away from Florida had many of them turning their empty properties into vacation rentals. Sandi informed Tyler that the house directly across the canal from Ellie wasn’t available. Someone was coming later this week for that one. But the one right next to it—on the north side—was; the previous party had backed out of the rental yesterday, and would he like to grab it up? Tyler thought about that for a second and told her it would be fine, just fine. A half hour after he’d walked in, Tyler left with a rental agreement, a set of keys, and, he admitted to himself, tickled pink.

      
        
        ____________________

      

      

      Ellie’s house was small, the rental house smaller, but it would work well for their purposes. Instead of a stunted section of grass that served as a backyard, the home boasted a screened-in Florida room that stopped a couple feet from the seawall. From there to her boat lift Ellie estimated the diagonal distance across the canal to be less than sixty feet.

      After Tyler finished shaking hands with Sandy Littlejohn, he had gone to a used electronics store in Fort Myers and purchased everything on Ellie’s list. Then he went to her place and spent an hour installing hidden infrared cameras around the house while Citrus inspected them, jumping up and yipping crazily as though auditioning for Big Brother 87: Dog Edition. When Tyler was done, he gathered some of Ellie’s personal items and drove around the north end of the canal to the rental.

      Citrus was thrilled at his new living arrangements. He spent the first ten minutes sniffing every square inch of the place and the next ten minutes running sprints across them. After crashing headfirst into a door jamb knocked some of the spunk out of him, he went and laid on the couch, finally falling asleep upside down, his head hanging off the cushion toward the floor.

      Tyler left again for a Winn-Dixie run to stock Ellie up on some fresh groceries. While he was gone she got to work at the kitchen table, setting up the monitors he had purchased. When that was complete she opened her laptop and started programming the video feeds from her home. Once it got dark Tyler would position two more cameras on the outside of the Florida room so they could have a clear shot of Ellie’s back door and the canal in front of it.

      After getting the feeds set up, Ellie checked her email. There was a message from Eugene Ripley, her Zurich-based connection who was getting her information on Ryan Wilcox’s death. He said that his Ukrainian-based informant would have the requested information to him in the next few days.

      She cleared her inbox and then put in a call to her Langley contact, Nathan Price. His cell was turned off. She left him a voicemail, telling him to call, that it was urgent. Though she was no longer with the CIA, protocol still required her to report Virgil’s message to a special hotline. The idea that someone would actually follow such a procedure was almost comical to Ellie, at least in this particular situation. She didn’t know who to trust, and she wasn’t going to call a generic phone number where the wrong people would surely be keeping their ears tuned in. Nathan Price was a good man, as best she knew, and if she was going to trust anyone in the intelligence community, it would be him.

      She set her phone on the table and clicked on her internet browser, intent on finding anything she could that might suggest Virgil or Cicero were in trouble. Ten minutes later, when Tyler walked in with grocery bags dangling from his fingers, Ellie was staring at her laptop screen, wiping tears off her cheeks. “What’s wrong?” he asked. He set the bags on the counter.

      “Virgil. He’s...he’s dead. So is Cicero.”

      “What? How?”

      She motioned to her screen. Tyler squatted down and turned it toward himself. Ellie stood up and went to the couch, pulling her knees up to her chin and hugging them. Citrus woke up, took a quick look at his owner, and rested his chin on her feet. The news article detailed a patient who had escaped Banner Hospital in Phoenix and murdered a local pawn shop owner before dying from trauma. The patient was also connected to several deaths up in Flagstaff a couple days prior.

      Tyler scrolled back up the page. “When was this?”

      “Yesterday.”

      “It doesn’t say what happened in Flagstaff,” he said.

      “There's a couple other tabs in the browser. From all I can tell Virgil ran into an ambush or an assassination attempt. I think he or Cicero may have killed the team that came after them, but he was injured getting away.”

      “It says that Virgil killed a pawn shop owner?”

      “No. That is not what happened. Whoever failed to kill him in Flagstaff came after him and set him up. If I had to guess, that shop owner took him in after he got away from the hospital. Somehow they found him anyway.” She looked over at Tyler. “That’s why Virgil called and left me that message.” She choked on her next words. “And that’s why he never called back.”

      Tyler stood up and went to the couch. He nudged Citrus. “Give me some room, Bucko.” Citrus, who knew something was off and was still recovering from a concussion, quietly moved over. Tyler sat down next to Ellie and took her in his arms. She laid her head on his shoulder. “I’m so sorry,” he said.

      They sat there for several minutes while Ellie kept wiping tears away. “I’m so angry,” she said. “What the hell is going on?”

      “I know you think we shouldn't get the cops involved, but now—”

      “No.” Her voice was crisp. “The very reason Virgil escaped from the hospital is because he knew the authorities couldn’t protect him. Did you see in that article about his wounds? He didn’t bolt in that condition because he hated the food. If I call the police I will have no control over this. The assassin won’t show the way I think he will, and he’ll find a way around them. Let’s just stick to the plan.”

      He stood up, walked to the Florida room, and looked across the canal toward her house. He folded his arms. “Fine. No cops. But I don’t like it.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      Chewy pushed on the door to the fishing shack, and Andrés followed him in. Looking around, Chewy sat on a wooden crate next to the air compressor. Andrés remained standing and peered through the small window toward Cayo Costa.

      Chewy was wearing a new trench coat—same brand, same tobacco brown. It rested a little stiff across his shoulders, and he was thinking maybe it just needed breaking in when he heard the drone of a boat engine drawing nearer from the south. It slowed on its approach to the shack and finally cut off. A minute later Quinton appeared in the doorway, smiling.

      “Gentlemen,” he said. Andrés turned away from the window. “Thank you both for meeting me out here.” He motioned toward Andrés’s feet. “Andrés, I wouldn’t stand right there. It looks sturdy, but that area of the floor is rotten on the underside. I’d hate for you to take an unexpected swim.”

      Andrés smiled. “Thank you.”

      Quinton ran a hand up the wall. “As soon as I can come about some more wood, this old girl will be right as rain.” He turned back to his associates. “I’ll be brief,” Quinton said. “You know that when I left for my trip this past spring I was fulfilling a promise.”

      Both men nodded.

      “However, in my extended absence I had also agreed to see what connections I could make for us in other cities. Most of them weren’t right for our purposes or present business model. However, there was one in particular that I think will be a good fit for us. Especially since Nunez is no longer around. So, for now, I’m going to divert a quarter of what we bring in to an alternate distributor. Neither of you will need to move inland. It will just remain at the drop off. I’ve gotten someone else to handle pickup.”

      Andrés shot a concerned glance toward Chewy, who kept his gaze on Quinton.

      “Who is it?” Chewy asked.

      “For now, since it’s a new relationship, I want to see how it shakes out before I bring all of us into it.”

      “They are just moving it for us as a new distributor?” Andrés asked. “Because with Cèsar gone our relationship with Ángeles Negros has never been better. His replacement has been worthy of the role.”

      Quinton wavered, and when he did Chewy felt a prickling sensation on the back of his neck. He said, “Quinton, we are behind you, you know that. You and Ringo...we respect you both.”

      “What is your concern, Chewy?”

      “But why will you not just tell us who it is?”

      “That’s fair,” Quinton said. “I know I’ve been gone, but from all that I can see and from what Ringo has told me the angle we’ve had with Kyle Armstrong and his distillery has been what my grandfather would have called the right size wrench. It was a perfect fit for us. Now that Mr. Armstrong has jumped off the deep end—” Quinton chuckled. “Excuse the pun. Now that Mr. Armstrong has made it so that we can’t work with him any longer, I’m pursuing a new direction. And it’s going to benefit all of us. A lot. I can promise you that. Expect to see your personal cash flows spike as we move forward. As soon as I’m happy with this new contact, I’ll bring you both in on it.”

      “We already get paid very fairly,” Chewy noted.

      “Yes. Yes, I know. But sometimes you just have to ‘put yourself at the front of the line to get that coin while you still have time’.” He grinned, more so with his eyes than his mouth. “Right, Chewy?” Chewy, stunned, just sat on the crate. “Anyway,” Quinton continued, “I’m excited for our future together.” He looked at his watch. “I’ve got to run. Just make sure to shut the door when you leave.” Then Quinton walked out of the shack, got in his boat, and headed back toward St. James City.

      Andrés turned back to look out the window. “Chewy, why do I feel something is not right?”

      Chewy stood and adjusted his coat across his shoulders. He felt it too. But he couldn’t fully decide if it was because Quinton wasn’t letting them in on the new business relationship or if it was because he had just heard Quinton quote Larry Lawrence as if it was the most natural thing in the world, as if he had listened to Larry enough to—to—to quote him.

      And it was then, for only the briefest of moments, that Chewy felt something he had not experienced in his entire life.

      He felt hot.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty

          

        

      

    

    
      Tyler rubbed the sandpaper across the wood, smoothing out the putty that he had scraped across the nail holes a couple days prior. Particle dust fell to the deck and was quickly taken away by a good breeze coming off the water.

      No one had shown at Ellie’s house last night. Tyler had slept on the couch of the rental, and they took shifts watching the video feeds. Sometime around two in the morning Ellie woke Tyler up for his shift. They ended up talking at the kitchen table, and it was then that Ellie decided to tell him about her midnight escapades to work alongside the homeless. Javier said she was to be at the pickup spot the next evening, and if they didn’t see anything on the monitors before then, Ellie was going to need Tyler to watch them while she was out.

      He listened to her reasons and logic before saying anything. After saying he thought she was simply jonesing for trouble, he’d left it at that and told her to get her butt in the bed.

      Now, as Tyler rubbed at the dried wood putty, a seagull swooped down and hovered a few feet from him. It landed, cocked its head, and look at him suspiciously. “What’s the word, big fella?” He put his knees onto the deck and started at the bottom rail when he heard Gloria’s lusty voice come around the corner. “Oh, Ellie? No, she’s down at the Keys for a couple days.”

      Tyler stood up. He let the sandpaper fall to the deck and wiped his hands on his jeans. The gull snatched at the sandpaper, took several cautious steps, and took flight.

      “I think she’s planning on being back by tomorrow night,” Gloria was saying. Tyler walked inside The Salty Mangrove’s now semi-covered seating area and passed through the small kitchen before stepping behind the bar. He grabbed a glass, filled it with water, and drank slowly, looking nowhere in particular. The man speaking with Gloria was about his own height, but thick muscles were clearly defined beneath his polo shirt. He had a red beard and wore a nondescript ball cap and sunglasses.

      “Oh, Tyler,” Gloria said, “this is an old friend of Ellie’s...I’m sorry, I think I forgot your name. Did you tell me your name?”

      Fu was busy shaking his head no when the man said, “I don’t know that I did. Dugan. Dugan Spencer.”

      Tyler nodded a hello and wiped a couple droplets from his mouth with the back of his hand. “Just passing through?” Tyler asked.

      “Yes. I have a business meeting down in Naples tomorrow. Was hoping I could catch her on my way down there.”

      “She’ll hate that she missed you,” Gloria said.

      “You guys go back a ways?” Tyler asked.

      “Way back. College days. I’d heard from a mutual friend that she was still down here. No big deal.”

      Tyler looked at the newcomer. “Do you want to leave your number so she can call?”

      “Nah, I’d better be going anyway. I’ll connect with her another time.”

      He said goodbye, and while Fu was muttering in Chinese to Gloria about another one of Ellie’s secret boyfriends, Tyler watched the man get back in a skiff and ride it south toward Sanibel. Then he grabbed up his truck keys from behind the counter and jogged down the ramp to the parking lot.

      
        
        ____________________

      

      

      “Here, hand me that pencil.” Tyler looked around for a piece of paper. Not immediately seeing one he leaned over to the bookshelf hanging above the kitchen table and pulled out a Randy Wayne White hardback. He opened the front flap and pulled out the dust jacket. He set the book aside, flipped over the dust jacket, and sat down. Using a forearm to keep the paper flush against the table, he spent the next couple minutes scratching away on the paper like a frenzied accountant. He rubbed at it with his thumb a few times and tilted his head in concentration. Finally he was done and he leaned away from it for Ellie to review. She stood over the portrait and was about to comment on his skills when she registered the man represented by hard pencil lines and soft smudges.

      A sensation like melting ice chips trickled down her spine. “This guy?” she said. “You’re sure?”

      “What do you mean am I sure? This was the guy. I mean he had sunglasses on, but...” He examined her expression. “Wait. You know him?”

      She pulled out a chair and sat down, then rubbed at her temples. “It doesn’t make sense,” she groaned. “How could it be him?”

      “Who? Who is he?”

      “Trigg Deneford,” she said, still unbelieving, still confused. She spent the next five minutes filling Tyler in on the Nunez operation a couple months ago and Deneford’s role in it. How he had used his cover at Hawkwing Security to bring in tons of cocaine from Mexico.  How it had been his operation that had used the old boat at Mondongo Rocks to store gas for their boats back to Mexico. She told him how it was Deneford who had bruised her ribs in the takedown that forced her to take it easy for three weeks.

      “So maybe he’s just back for revenge,” he said. “Maybe it’s a coincidence that he’d show up at the same time as you got Virgil’s message.” But then he shook his head. “That’s too much of a coincidence.”

      “Trigg got out of jail because someone high up pulled some strings,” Ellie said. “Whoever he’s working for must be tied into my old team somehow. But that would mean that they are some kind of top brass. Very few even knew about my team.”

      “Revenge?” Tyler offered up. “For something you did when you were with the Agency?”

      “Yeah. Could be.” But we disbanded four years ago. Why just now?  She had no answers, and no facts at all from which to deduce any. She gathered herself, sitting up straight and rubbing her hands together. “Okay, well. Now we know who we’re dealing with. Trigg Deneford and anyone he brings along with him.”

      Tyler said, “Since we know who’s after you now, let’s just call the police and let them in on it.”

      “No. Nothing’s changed. Deneford—this guy is an ex-Navy SEAL. If a blade of grass is out of place or a shadow displaced, he won’t show. He’ll do it another way.”

      “I can’t believe we’re sitting here talking about a guy who wants to kill you and I was five feet from him earlier today. I should have just beat his ass right there.”

      She looked at the clock. It was already eight-thirty. She was in her tank, shorts, and Doc Martens, ready to meet the van that would take her to the next job site. “I’ve got to go,” she said. “Just keep an eye on the cameras. I should be back before two. If he shows tonight, we’ll flip the switch on our plan.”

      Tyler was looking intently at the drawing he had made.

      “Hey,” Ellie said, “It’s going to be all right. We’ll get him. I got him once. I can do it again.” She grabbed the old truck’s keys off the counter and walked purposefully toward the door that led to the garage. She spoke over her shoulder. “And when all this is over you’re going to tell me why I didn’t know you could draw like that.”

      “Sure thing.” He watched her walk away.

      “Without mentioning your mother,” she called back.

      “By the way,” he said. “I like your new look.” But the door had already shut. He looked over at Citrus. “What?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-One

          

        

      

    

    
      Reticle’s old clunker was a 1989 Ford pickup that came in three colors: blue paint, gray primer, and red rust. It ran, and that was all Ellie needed. She drove north on Route 41 and put the city lights behind her, passing open fields and fruit tree plantations until she saw a large white sign with blue letters come up on her left. It read “Duncan’s Wholesale Nursery and Landscaping.” Ellie turned onto a dirt road and drove through an open gate. She had the truck windows down, and, as she drove through the center of a palm tree plantation, scents of orange, lemon, and honeysuckle swirled through the cab. The road ran roughly a hundred yards before veering to the right and terminating at a clearing where a small building sat, a high, metal-framed pavilion behind it. Next to the pavilion was a backhoe, a Bobcat, a small shed, and a large mound of topsoil. Ellie parked in front of the building and put her phone into the glove box, locking it before she got out. No cell phone policy or not, she didn’t know what she was getting into, and she wasn’t doing it without quick access to a phone.

      A sodium light, tethered to a phone pole, whined a single, shrill note above her. There were no lights on in the building, but the pavilion was lit up. Ellie walked around to the back where a heavyset man with a black ponytail was coming toward her.

      “Can I help you?” he said.

      “I’m Heather Smith. Javier told me to come.”

      He folded his arms. “Yeah. Javier told me about you. He said you knew Nunez?”

      “No. That’s not what I said. I told him Jose Perez was my supplier. When Nunez died I couldn’t get a clean product.”

      He narrowed his eyes on her. “Jose, huh? Where did he dish out?”

      “What, is this a test?”

      “If you’re going to be working with us, we want to make sure you’re legit. Jose. Where did he dish out?”

      Ellie had dozens of hours combing through DEA files and photos behind her answer. “He stocked up at a house at Ridgeside. But he met his pushers at his apartment. Sometimes he would meet me behind the Stop ‘n’ Shop.”

      “So you’ve been to his place? What picture did he have in his eating area?”

      “Anyone who knew Jose was aware that he had a thing for Marilyn Monroe.”

      “You talk to him lately?”

      “He was going to get me connected to another candyman before he got shanked in prison. So, no. I haven’t talked to him in a while.”

      He nodded, pleased. “I’m AJ. Follow me.” He led her into the pavilion, which smelled of fresh turned dirt and synthetic fertilizer. The dirt floor was filled with unplanted fruit and palm trees, their root balls wrapped in burlap. One man stood at the far end looking at his phone. “This is a commercial nursery,” AJ said as they continued walking, “so it closes down at five every night. We work a night shift of sorts. Sometimes there’s nothing to do. Sometimes there’s a lot to do. Lately, we’ve been busy and we needed someone else on the crew.” He looked her over. “But I don’t know that we’ve ever had a chick on our crew.”

      “Is that a problem?”

      “Guess not. It’s not my job to complain.” He stopped next to the other man who turned and slid his phone into a pocket. He sized her up. “This here is Julip,” AJ said. Julip was a small man, both in height and bone structure. If it weren’t for the lined and weathered skin on his narrow face, Ellie might have taken him for a twelve-year-old boy. He wore a black Yankees hat turned backward, and when he spoke a couple gold teeth sparkled in the lights.

      “H-H-Hi,” he said.

      “Hello,” she said.

      “I-It-It-it’s g-g-g-ood t-t—”

      “Julip stutters,” AJ interrupted. “So don’t ask him a question unless you can wait half an hour for the the answer.” Even Julip smiled at that.

      “So what is it we do here?” Ellie asked.

      “We wait for deliveries. Sometimes one comes, sometimes it doesn’t. They just want us here for when it does.”

      “And when it does? What do we do?” she asked.

      “We unload. But while we wait they’ve got us working on building a cellar. This is Julip’s last night, so you’re taking his place. You do good work, the boss will hear about it. You don’t, the boss will hear about that too.”

      A soft rumble issued from the road and grew louder until a large delivery truck appeared, its side christened with the nursery’s logo. The truck turned out into a wide arc and then reversed into the pavilion. The driver shut the truck off, jumped down, then walked to the rear door and unlocked it. It rattled as he pushed it up. He engaged the tailgate lift, and the steel plate flipped out and rose up until it was flush with the truck’s floor. He scrambled up and, using a pallet jack, brought out two full pallets from the back of the truck and set them on the lift. AJ pressed a button beside the door, and the lift slowly came down. Five minutes later the pallets were sitting in the middle of the pavilion and the truck had left. AJ went over to a control pad mounted to a steel support beam. He pressed a button with a note above it that read “front gate.”

      The pallets were stacked high with white plastic bags labeled as fertilizer. Julip pulled off the stretch wrap as AJ explained what they were to do. He slapped a hand on one of the bags. “If you look close, some bags have a green stripe on the bottom and some have a yellow one. We take the green ones out and restack all the yellow ones back on the pallets and wrap them again.

      “Th-th-then w-w-w—” Julip tried explaining, but AJ cut him off.

      “Then we take the green ones around back, dig a hole, and throw them in.”

      “Dig a hole?” Ellie asked.

      “Yeah, it’s basically the same one every time. The soil is loose. Someone comes and gets them before the nursery opens again. They won’t be here tomorrow.”

      “B-b-but th-that’s wh-wh-why we’re build-building a c-c-cellar,” Julip said.

      So that’s what they did. The three of them dug a large hole, tossed in the bags that Ellie was fairly certain were full of drugs, and filled in the hole. When they were done, the three of them shiny with sweat, Ellie asked if that was all the job entailed. “Some nights we’ll get more than one delivery,” AJ said. “But I don’t know until they’re right outside the gate. They’ll send me a text. They do it that way because the boss doesn’t like us knowing too much. Let’s take a breather and then we can get working on the cellar until it’s time to go.”

      They took a break every hour. Neither AJ nor Julip seemed too intent on breaking much of a sweat. It turned out that Mark’s lead had been right after all, and Ellie had stumbled into something. As much as that excited her, as much as she hoped this might lead her to Ringo, tonight she just wanted to be at home, watching the monitors, preparing to spread her net over Trigg Deneford. When they took another break Ellie looked at the clock hanging on a support column. It was nearly eleven.

      Two more hours.
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      Tyler’s head lowered slowly until his chin dropped to his chest before flopping back up like an open Pez dispenser. His eyes shot open and he took in a deep breath. He rubbed at his eye sockets with his palms and stared wide-eyed at the bank of monitors—those silent, black and white images that had just nearly lulled him to sleep. Citrus was asleep in his bed, set against the outer edge of the couch. “A lot of help you are,” Tyler quipped. He stood up and walked over to the coffee pot. He grabbed a mug and poured himself a cup, then put it in the microwave. While he waited for it to heat up, he went back to the monitors.

      A minute later the microwave beeped, and he went back over and took the mug out, then sat back at the kitchen table and watched for the man who wanted to kill Ellie.

      When Tyler was a small boy living in West Texas, on a particularly slow-moving Saturday morning in late August, a knock had come at his front door. This was just after the hungry jaws of their elementary school had reopened with a renewed commitment to spend the next nine months chewing the summer’s healing right out of their bones. Tyler opened the door to see his best friend, Buster Simmons, standing on the veranda, his lips slapped across half a bag of Big League Chew, his right hand clutching his .22 Fieldmaster rifle. Buster, trying not to choke on his gum, said that Tyler had to be as bored as he was and why didn’t they head out and knock off a few squirrels? Tyler’s folks had gone off to Amarillo for the day and had left him alone. Tyler was indeed bored, so he said sure and trotted back to his dad’s office and pulled his .410 shotgun off the rack. That was back in the days when a boy growing up in West Texas learned how to respect a gun before he could say half his ABCs or had enough sense to know good brisket from great.

      Tyler joined Buster on the porch and made sure to pull the front door shut all the way—his mama hated it when he left it cracked. Mosquitoes got in, and boy did his mama hate mosquitoes in the house. “They get me while I’m sleeping, Tyler. They get at your father when he’s on the john. I don’t know why they keep their thieving straws out of you. You’re just so sweet.”

      On the east side of town, not a two mile walk from Tyler’s house, sat an abandoned pit the locals had long ago dubbed “The Bucket.” A full century before, a group of mining executives had come down from Nevada and convinced the local government to let them test a new piece of mining equipment in their sun-baked hardpan. The town council gladly accepted a check for saying yes, and the digging commenced and continued over the next four months. When it was over, the big-wigs from Nevada went back to their own desert, leaving a giant hole a hundred feet across and nearly sixty feet deep. The Bucket never was filled back in. Ever since, a mile to the northwest, off Highway 96, were the dumpings from said pit, which was reasonably termed “The Boob.” The Boob had dwindled down over the years, but nature finally got around to covering it in enough fountain grass to ensure that it remained the only hill in the flattest landscape outside of Kansas. The Bucket never did fill in, and twenty years later a new city government thought it a wise idea to run a couple strings of barb wire around the perimeter. So there it sat in the middle of the desert floor, looking like an infant canyon or the remains of an ancient riverbed. Eventually, water found its way into it and a small creek cut across the bottom, so half the year four to five feet of water ran through and the other half of the year it was no more than a damp gulch. Cottonwoods grew up from the floor, some of them reaching up past the top ledge.

      That morning, two ten-year-old boys dipped under the barb wire and slipped up near the edge of The Bucket, spending the next hour popping off squirrels and watching them fall through dozens of branches and hundreds of leaves until they hit the loose gravel below. The boys relocated as the sun moved higher across the sky, and Buster was the first to hit another rodent. They watched it hit the bottom with a muted thud and then watched with a horrid exhilaration as the mother of all rattlers slalomed across the gravel and the dirt and slipped itself around the twitching squirrel. Buster started slapping Tyler on the shoulder, “You see that, man! Oh my god. Look at that mother!” Watching a predator of nature work mercilessly to finish off its prey sent an icy chill through his veins. But it was a good kind of chill. Like a snowcone across your tongue on a hot afternoon.

      When Buster inched forward on his belly to get a better look, Tyler could hear the soft trickle of sand slipping off the edge, sliding down little rivulets and making a sound like a delicate rush of water.

      “Buster, maybe you should get back a little ways. Some of that dirt ain’t steady.” Buster turned and looked him—no, glared at him—like he would if his older sister had come along with him. “Oh shut it, Tyler. I just wanna see. Oh my gaawwhhhdd, he’s got that little sucker in his mouth. You see this? Oh man, oh man, get over here and see this!”

      Tyler eased a up little closer but hesitated to advance any further. He loved snakes and wanted that look. But something kept him back. It wasn’t prudence, and it wasn’t smarts. It was a voice. A voice telling him to stay put. It wasn’t his mother’s voice; it wasn’t that of his father, or a teacher. It certainly wasn’t his own prepubescent vocals. This voice was deep. He had never heard it before, nor after. It was only years later, when he was watching reruns of Dukes of Hazzard, Tyler nearly choked on his pizza when he realized that the voice had sounded an awful lot like Uncle Jesse. Call it what you will. Call it the voice of God or a guardian angel; Tyler heard it, and it saved his life.

      Tyler, back up.

      That was when Tyler experienced life in slow motion, long before he would ever hear someone use the phrase. A wedge started to loosen off The Bucket’s edge like a melting glacier, and Buster’s chest suddenly moved down a few inches.

      “Aaaahh! Help! Tyler—Tyler, HELP!!” Tyler reached out and grabbed the back heel of Buster’s boot. “I’ve got you. Now push back easy with your han—” But at that moment the traitorous wedge of hard-packed dirt slipped fully away from the cliff face, and Buster fell forward, his boot ripping from Tyler’s grip. “Tyyyyler!” That hesitating scream so filled with dread that told Tyler their friendship was about to end. That scream that would never stop reverberating across his eardrums.

      Tyler’s dad, up until he died of lung cancer ten years later, held to the opinion that his son had grown into a jokester because he had watched his best friend fall to his death and needed a way to cope. Tyler told jokes because he thought life was better when you laughed. But the older he got the more he came to believe that maybe his father had been on to something after all.

      And what he felt now, just sitting back, sipping coffee, waiting for Ellie’s killer to show, was that same sense of helplessness. That same feeling of watching your best friend crawl to the edge of something they might never come back from. And that was also when, as Tyler sat staring at the monitors, he felt as if someone had whacked him in the back of the head with a hand or a hat. Buster’s ghost, perhaps. Maybe Uncle Jesse’s ghost. But whatever—whoever—it was, it was telling him something. It was telling him not to back up this time, but to go forward.

      Tyler set his coffee down hard enough that some slopped over the edge. He stood up.

      The plan had just changed.
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      In the early morning hours the salty waters of Pine Island’s canals were as dark as old motor oil, and Trigg Deneford swam silently beneath the surface with all the expertise of a former frogman.

      The canals on the southwest section of the island were like that of an open hand, accessed by one southern entry point which branched out into four distinct canals. Ellie O’Conner’s house was at the northern end of the westernmost canal, and once Deneford started swimming up it, he had three hundred and fifty yards to clear before arriving at the seawall behind her house.

      He came up for air twice, hearing no sounds but that of palm fronds whispering through the coolness of the night air and ocean water lapping gently at the seawalls. When his head came up for the third time he found that he had judged his distance perfectly. His head slipped up from the water just before Ellie’s boat lift, where a small ramp no more than eighteen inches wide clung to the seawall, rising out of the water and ascending into her backyard. In his research over the last twenty-four hours, Deneford had learned that she had a Jack Russell. His only guess was that the ramp was for the dog. It was unfortunate that, after tonight, the dog would have to find a new owner.

      When Ellie arrived home from the Keys, he would exact not only his mandate, but also his revenge. He would not use a syringe like he had planned for her friend in Arizona. No, with Ellie, Deneford’s work would make headlines throughout the state. Ellie would be getting the classic Mozambique: two in the chest and one in the head. Maybe two in the head. Or three.

      Her back porch light was off, as were most of the backyard lights along the canal, residents feeling perfectly safe without them. Deneford swam over to her boat where it was resting on the lift, out of the water. Using the boat for coverage, he slid his night vision goggles over his face. He turned them on, and, while he waited for his eyes to adjust to the greenish monochrome imaging, he removed his gun, slipping it from the customized holster designed to accommodate a silencer. Deneford found a foothold on the seawall and crawled up into Ellie’s backyard. He crouched and moved like a shadow across the grass to her sliding back door. The inside curtain was drawn. Earlier today, Deneford had driven down her street and scanned for a security system. Nothing had shown up.

      The curtain was blocking his view of the back of the track, so he was unable to see if there was a stick lodged there. He grabbed the handle and set a hand against the glass, then lifted up and down, trying to slip the door from its track. After working at it until he was certain it wasn’t going to give, he slipped his pick set from his pocket and got down on a knee. Less than two minutes later, Deneford had the door unlocked and, as a precaution, drew his weapon.

      He slid the door back a couple feet.

      When he pushed back the curtain, the green shapes in his goggles showed nothing but the kitchen table to his left and a narrow, shotgun kitchen to his right. He set his right foot inside just as a bright explosion of light lit up his night vision, temporarily blinding him as though the sun had suddenly fallen in the room. He threw his hand up and tore the goggles from his face just as someone slammed into him, causing him to fly backward across the threshold. He flew over the small concrete pad that was the back porch and landed into the grass with a grunt. His right hand still clutched his gun, and he swung it toward the door as he regained his bearings. The toe of Tyler’s boot caught his wrist, and the gun leapt from his hand and arced up toward the water, falling into the grass and landing inches from the top of the seawall. Deneford spun on his side and jumped to his feet, turning to face his attacker. Like him, his attacker was well over six feet, standing before him with a scowl on his face. Neither spoke as they stared each other down and sized each other up. Deneford entered a boxing stance, holding his right elbow up near his ribcage and bringing his back heel loosely off the ground.

      Tyler did the same and gave a slight bend to his knees so his weight transitioned to the balls of his feet. They loosely circled each other, and in the darkness of Ellie’s microscopic backyard, Tyler said, “Old college friend, huh?”

      Deneford was the first to advance. He took a short, quick step with his leading leg, and his front hand made a quick jab. Tyler shyed back and the shot missed. He retaliated with a jab of his own, but, unlike Deneford, he didn’t stop, he didn’t test. He moved in, keeping his center of gravity low and striking forward with a hardened fist. Deneford stepped out and Tyler's knuckles slipped through Deneford's beard, just missing the cut of his jaw. Tyler snapped his arm back as Deneford moved in again, this time faking a left jab before coming around with a right hook that caught Tyler just below the eye. Tyler’s head whipped to the side, and he saw a flash of starlight. He stumbled back, and Deneford stayed on him, landing another punch to his midsection before Tyler dropped to a knee and slammed a fist up into Deneford’s stomach, who stumbled back. Tyler came back to his feet as they both reset, both breathing heavily.

      His fists covering his face, Tyler came in fast, firing off a cross punch. Deneford blocked it with his forearm and countered with a punch of his own, catching Tyler in the chest. Tyler stumbled back and Deneford charged him, but Tyler recovered enough to sidestep him, and as he did, he brought his fist around in a wide, arcing orbit, connecting it with Deneford’s nose. A muted crunch carried across the yard, followed by a painful grunt. Deneford staggered back and brought an instinctive hand to his face while blood ran from his nose. Tyler didn’t let up; he moved back in, raining punches that caught Deneford on his shoulder, neck, and ear. Deneford grunted, and just as Tyler thought it was nearly over, his opponent pivoted and shoved his body into him. Tyler’s boots left the ground, and he flew back into the grass. Before he had fully landed, Deneford was on him, straddling his chest with a knee on either side. His left arm was pinned, and Deneford started at him, pounding him in the chest and face.

      Tyler ducked his chin and snaked his right arm around Deneford’s side. He reached up behind him and grabbed the back of his shirt as high as he could. His range of motion was severely limited by Deneford’s massive weight on his torso, but Tyler pulled down with all he had.

      It was enough. Deneford moved back just enough for Tyler to get his left arm free, and then he shot both hands toward Deneford’s throat, who fell backward, the back of his head landing on Tyler boots. It gave Tyler an opportunity for the perfect shot, and a view he never wanted to see again. He brought his right fist back and, with all the fury he could muster, sent it hurling into the bearded man's crotch. He pulled back immediately and did it again. Deneford groaned angrily and rolled off of him. Tyler scrambled over on his hands and knees and pressed his palm against Deneford’s head, sending his fist repeatedly into the larger man’s face. Deneford tried to bring an arm around to grab Tyler, but it was too late. Tyler grabbed Deneford’s head with both hands and sent a knee into the back of his head.

      Deneford’s light blinked out and he lay still.

      Tyler crumpled onto Deneford like a used rag and lay there catching his breath. Across the canal, a porch light came on. He finally struggled back to his knees, and then his feet.

      Tyler stood over Deneford, still panting. “Well,” he said, working his jaw and rubbing at it, “aren’t you a big turd in a little yard.”
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      She called Tyler and the call went straight to voicemail. She tried again with the same result. Growing irritated, she pulled the truck onto Route 41 and headed south. She called Tyler every sixty seconds, trying to convince herself that he wouldn’t have forgotten to charge his phone. Not on a night like this. When she was halfway back to St. James City, he called.

      “Tyler?”

      “Sorry, I had my phone turned off. Just remembered.”

      Ellie eased off the gas pedal a little. “Why did you have it off?”

      “Come over to your place and I’ll show you?”

      Her knuckles turned white as she gripped the steering wheel. “My place? Tyler, you can’t be there.”

      “Well, I am.” She thought she heard a smile in his voice. “Everything’s okay. See you in a bit.” Then he hung up. She tried calling him back, and when he didn’t answer she growled and tossed her phone on the seat.

      When Ellie pulled up to her house, the front porch light was on, as well as a couple interior lights. She parked in the driveway and jumped out, hurrying to the door. She put her hand on the door knob and opened with a measure of trepidation. The first thing she saw was Tyler sitting on her kitchen table, legs dangling, looking toward the far end of the kitchen at something she couldn't see.

      “Hey,” he smiled. “How was your shift?”

      “What is going on, Tyler? Why are we here?” As she came closer she could see that his eye was nearly swollen shut, like a swarm of bees had all chosen the same place to work him over.

      Tyler lifted a finger toward the kitchen. “I went fishin’.”

      She looked around the kitchen wall. Sitting on the tile, leaning back against her oven, arms tied behind him, feet bound in front, was Trigg Deneford. A strip of duct tape was over his mouth.

      Ellie nearly gasped. “You got him?”

      “Well, you don’t have to act all surprised about it. But, yes. And before you go thinking that maybe he wasn’t alone, he didn’t have a radio or any kind of transmitter on his person.” At that, Ellie’s shoulders lowered a couple inches. She approached Deneford and squatted in front of him. The duct tape lay hard across his lips and beard. Ellie grabbed the edge of the tape and slowly tore it off, the adhesive backing plucking out several hairs along the way.

      Deneford grimaced while keeping a hard glare fixed on her.

      Ellie stared at him for a long time. His right eye, like Tyler’s left, was nearly swollen shut. His cheek was puffed out like it was stuffed full of food. His bottom lip was cracked, his beard stained from where blood had dripped into it. Finally, she spoke. “You have tried to kill me twice in as many months.” She leaned in. “Did you kill my friends? Did you kill Virgil and Cicero?” He looked away. “Okay,” she said. Her chest rose as she took in a deep breath, as she bore down hard on the bitterness that was silently turning her anger into revenge. Her right hand curled into a fist. “You bastard,” she whispered. “They were good men.” Her anger channeled down her arm and into her fist, and with a single swift motion she brought it high above her head and plowed it downward into his solar plexus. Deneford’s eyes bulged from their sockets, and he fell to the floor on his side, wheezing.

      She stood up. Tyler said, “Everything he had is here on the table.” She went to the table and assessed his equipment. They were all standard items that included NVGs, a lock picking set, a TimeEx watch, a spare magazine, a gun, and a small flashlight. “Where’s his knife?”

      “Didn’t have one.”

      She turned to Deneford and said sardonically, “No knife?” In many ways, Ellie and Trigg had trained with the same manual. Bringing a tactical knife was on the 101 list. Even in a suburban scenario when you perceived the mission to be no more than than shooting fish in barrel. “Just going to slip in and pop me after I come back from vacation?” She walked over to him and squatted down again. She leaned over him. “Virgil called and warned me.”

      It was subtle, but she saw the shock, the surprise that rose in his eye. Ellie stood up again. “Where’s your gun?” she asked Tyler.

      “Didn’t bring one.”

      “What?”

      “So, I got to thinkin’...Castle Doctrine wouldn’t apply to me. This isn’t my house. If I would have shot and killed him, I’d be looking at some time in the big playhouse, whether I’d been trying to save your life or not. We knew ahead of time and didn’t bring the police in on it.”

      She chewed thoughtfully on her bottom lip. “Yeah...good thinking.”

      “I do that sometimes.” Still sitting on the table, he looked at Deneford. In his best Marlon Brando voice he said, “He coulda been a contenda. He could’ve been somebody, instead of a bum. Which is what he is.”

      Ellie looked down. “Where is your gear?” she asked Deneford.

      No reply.

      She brought back her right leg and sent the toe of her boot into his kidney. He groaned. “I asked you where your gear is.”

      Still, no reply.

      She looked over at Tyler. “Did you call the sheriff yet?”

      “Nope. I catch ‘em. You clean ‘em.”

      She smiled and went to get her phone.

      

      
        
        ____________________

      

      

      

      While they waited for the police to arrive, Ellie swapped out the Doc Martens for a pair of sandals. Then she went back into the kitchen and spent more time questioning Deneford about his gear and who he worked for. He wouldn’t talk. Surely he had a hotel room and rental car, a phone and a wallet somewhere. Something that would trail back to his boss. But Deneford remained silent. Just when she was beginning to regret calling the police, starting to wish she had taken the time to work the information out of him the way she had from Eli Oswald, the sheriff showed up.

      They had Deneford cuffed and sitting in the back of a cruiser within five minutes. The sheriff was in his early fifties, and stood slightly shorter than Ellie’s five foot ten inches. His Stetson hat made him look taller than he was. He wore jeans and an untucked department T-shirt. There were few people in Lee County that Donald Gaines would get out of bed for in the middle of the night. The O’Conners were on that list. He walked up to Ellie and wrapped a fatherly arm across her shoulders. “Don’t you worry about him walking out of a jail in my county. It won’t happen under my watch.”

      She felt a tightness slip from her shoulders. “Thanks, Don.”

      “You know, Ellie, the rumor around here is that you used to break heads for the mafia.”

      Ellie smiled. “Is that the rumor, Don?”

      “Yeah, darlin’. That being said, next time you guys don’t do my job for me.”

      “That’s a deal.”

      He gave her a fatherly wink as he started back to his cruiser. Tyler followed behind him. Don paused while the younger man spoke in a hushed tone. His brows lifted just before he smiled and gestured toward the cruiser. Tyler opened a back door, slid in, and shut the door.

      Deneford sat against the other door, his head sagging, his eyes fixated on the chair back in front of him.

      “Well, how ‘bout it?” Tyler said. “You look like the cheese just fell off your cracker.”

      Deneford ignored him.

      Tyler leaned toward him. “Listen here, bud. I don’t know who you work for. I don’t guess I care if it’s Satan himself. But if I ever see your face down here again I will kill you. I hope that’s as clear as that broken nose of yours.” He set a hand on the door and turned back. “Also, while you’re behind bars you may want to work on your mount. I can see why you’re not a SEAL anymore. They probably kicked you out. You fight like a girl.” With that, Tyler exited the cruiser and went back to Ellie.

      “What did you say to him?” she asked.

      Tyler put an arm around her and brought her close. “I’m sorry,” he said, “that all this happened.”

      “How are you?” she asked.

      “Well, I’m pissed off, Ellie.”

      “Yeah,” she said softly.

      Major’s Jeep Wrangler drew up behind the herd of police cruisers. His door flung open, revealing a face tight with worry. Ellie met him halfway, and he wrapped his thick arms around her. She laid her head on his chest, closed her eyes, and sighed.
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      As he wiggled his toes he thought they moved against the sheets like sleepy grubs. At least his toes were working. Kyle Armstrong looked down at his left arm. It wouldn’t respond to any form of stimulation, and it hung stupidly at his side as if someone had yanked out its wiring. He couldn't feel the left side of his face, and saliva would pool in the corner of his mouth, overflow, and leak past his lips without him even feeling it, like the first few hours after a root canal. His mother would step over to his bed and wipe his mouth every few minutes to keep it from running down his chin and off onto the top of his hospital gown. She would wipe his lips and chin—dab at them actually—and would turn away again. She wouldn’t look him in the eye. Not once in the last two days had their eyes met. That was just fine with Kyle because when Carlene looked at him her face was filled with a mixture of anger, worry, and fear. Carlene hadn’t smiled at him once, not even the kind of pacifying smile that a loved one gives you to silently let you know things will be all right.

      He had woken late Tuesday morning with a headache that made him think his brains had spent half the night leaking out into his pillow. When he finally stirred and opened his eyes, he saw a room full of worried faces, all of them belonging to his near and extended family.

      Someone—he thought maybe his brother—had shot into the hall and called the nurse. The nurse rushed in, followed by two more within a minute; two doctors a minute after that. They asked the family to wait down the hall until they had evaluated their patient. So, after repeatedly shining a penlight into his eyes, checking the monitors, asking Kyle a dozen questions, and finally speaking to each other in hushed tones, Kyle decided he had a few questions of his own. His first question, the only one to which he received a reply, had been, “What happened?”

      “You had an accident, Mr. Armstrong.”

      “What kind of accident? Car accident?”

      A nurse glanced anxiously at a doctor who said, “We’ll bring your family back in when we’re done. I’m sure they can help you with your questions. What is the last thing you remember, Mr. Armstrong?”

      That one was easy. He head was still pounding, so he spoke slowly. A nurse came in and handed him a cup of ice chips. “Carlene—my wife—she and I went out to dinner last night. We’re here for Christmas break, and we left the kids with my folks so we could have a final date before driving back home to Florida tomorrow. Oh God, is my wife okay? Did we get in a car wreck?” And then he remembered that he had seen Carlene leave the room a minute ago, trailed by his parents. Oh man, it must be bad if my parents are here, he thought. “We were supposed to leave for Florida,” he repeated, more to himself than to the staff at his side.

      That same nurse glanced anxiously at the doctor again. Kyle noticed that all of a sudden he felt very nervous.

      “What hospital am I at?” he asked.

      “Lee Memorial.”

      Lee Memorial? But that shouldn’t be right. They had been in Kansas last night. Why would they take him all the way back home? “Why did they bring me back to Florida?”

      The white coats and scrubs kept muttering to each other and jotting notes. “Hey,” he snapped. “Can I get some answers here, please?” Then he winced and breathed slowly. “And can I get something for this headache?”

      “We’ll see what we can do about the headache, Mr. Armstrong. In the meantime, we’re going to let your family speak with you. Afterwards, we’ll be back with additional questions of our own.”

      Then they left and Kyle’s mind wasn’t working fast enough to decide which of a hundred questions he wanted to ask next. The door opened again to Carlene, and only Carlene. No one had followed her in. She shut the door and walked over to his bedside. Her eyes didn’t meet his right away, and that only added to the anxiety that had started with the nurses’ distressed glances. Carlene stared at his hand. He followed her gaze and saw that he had a PICC line taped across the top of his hand.

      “What did you do?” she asked in a mild accusatory tone.

      “Do? What do you mean?”

      “I mean, what did you do, Kyle?”

      He blinked hard. “What are you talking about?” He looked up at her and her bottom lip was clamped between her teeth and her eyes were wet.

      “They found you with a bucket of concrete tied to you.”

      “What? Where? At the restaurant?”

      “You really don’t remember?”

      “I remember us coming home from dinner last night. We were in Dad’s neighborhood, driving past the huge oak tree on the corner we like so—” he stopped. “That oak tree that…” He couldn’t remember past that moment. He remembered dinner. They had gone to Gambinos and she’d had the filet mignon and he’d opted for the grilled salmon. It was wild caught and loaded with capers. He loved capers. After dinner, and at his prodding, they made out in the car for a few minutes before she became too self-conscious that someone might see them. On the drive back to his father’s, they had talked about the distillery a bit more and how she and her mother were going shopping tomorrow. But there was nothing in the ol’ memory bank after that. No parking the car, going into the house, brushing his teeth. He was pretty sure he had only the one glass of wine. He surely hadn’t gotten drunk and crashed the car.

      “What is it?” she asked, her tone softer but still holding a temperature below freezing.

      He frowned. “I...can’t remember getting back to my Dad’s last night. Did we get in an accident before we got there?” But how did that fit with what she had just said about the concrete?

      “Kyle,” Carlene said. “A couple divers found you last night at the bottom of Gasparilla Sound. You had tied a bucket of—” her voice choked out and she brought a hand to her mouth to help keep back a sob. She wiped at her eyes as she struggled to keep her voice even. “Kyle, you tried...you tried to…” She closed her eyes. “Kill yourself.”

      Her words ran into him like an overloaded barge. “What?” She may have just as well told him that she was leaving him or that he only had one child. It just didn’t fit what he knew to be true. Kill himself? Why would he want to do that? That made no sense.

      “The doctors just told me that you have some memory loss. You were under for nearly six minutes before a couple of recreational divers got you to the surface.”

      “But the dinner and—”

      “Stop with the dinner, Kyle! That was nine months ago. It might be the last thing you remember, but it wasn’t the last thing that happened. You took out the Contender, tied a five gallon bucket full of concrete to your waist, and jumped off the boat. Two men had just surfaced from a dive, and one of them saw you do it. If they hadn’t been around, you’d be...you be…” She turned her head, closed her eyes, and sobbed freely.

      “I didn’t, you know, fall off by accident?”

      She shook her head.

      “I’m...I’m so sorry.” He closed his eyes, try to command memory to surface, but there was nothing beneath a black sheet. “I just don’t remember.”

      Carlene huffed.

      He opened his eyes. “Where are Sophia and Chase?”

      “At home. My sister is watching them.”

      That conversation was two days ago now. Kyle still couldn’t recall anything from the current year, and Carlene had just left to get something to eat. The kids had come over twice. They had only been told that “Daddy had an accident on his boat and he’s going to be fine.” Kyle’s father was the only one who remained in the room with him, and he sat in the corner reading a copy of the Wall Street Journal. Kyle could sense that a conversation was imminent, that his father wasn’t really reading anything. He didn’t have long to wait.

      Kenneth Armstrong folded his paper and set it on his lap. His brows lowered over concerned eyes. “Son, I know the doctors don’t want me saying anything that might cause you to think too much or get you agitated.”

      Here it comes.

      “But it’s time we discussed what happened out there on the water.”

      Of course he wanted answers. He deserved answers. They all did. “Dad, I just don’t remember.”

      “That’s a little convenient, don’t you think?”

      “You’re saying I’m lying?”

      “I’m saying that I understand if you’re embarrassed.”

      “I’m not embarrassed, Dad. Freaked out, yeah. Why would I do something like that?” He tossed his right arm up—because that was the only arm that worked. “I don’t know what happened,” he said. “They say I tried to kill myself. That I tied a...something—” He tried gathering in his thoughts.

      “A bucket,” his father finished for him. “Filled with concrete.” His voice hitched, and a man that Kyle had only seen cry once before—when his grandmother had died—was now pushing back tears. “Why didn’t you come to me if you couldn’t deal with whatever it is?”

      “I don’t know, Dad. I can’t recall what was going on beforehand.”

      His father moved his chair closer. “Now look here. You have that precious wife and kids of yours to take care of. I know that Dr. Howlson said you’re drawing blanks, but, son, come now, surely you remember what would make you to do something so rash, so, so...final.” He removed the newspaper from his lap and leaned forward. “I know this is hard, Kyle. But you have to talk to me.”

      And Kyle wanted to talk with him. Wholeheartedly, he did. And he knew why his father wanted to talk too. It made perfect sense. You try and off yourself and, yes, of course, that would be one of the few things you should remember. But the last nine months, two weeks, and three days were a tabula rasa. Not even any smudge marks that revealed that at least something had been there. If Kyle’s life were a single page of college-ruled notebook paper, someone had just taken an x-acto knife and shaved off the last two lines.

      There was nothing there.
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      Ellie was to report to the nursery every other night. Her next two shifts were uneventful. Julip had moved on to something else, and Ellie and AJ continued working on the cellar behind the pavilion. It wasn’t much, just two-by-fours lining a large hole. When it was finished, they would cover it with a sheet of plywood that they would overlay with sod.

      Garrett Cage had called her the morning after Deneford’s arrest, angry that someone his office arrested a couple months ago was let go in the first place, angry that he had returned for Ellie. She found herself wanting to tell him what she had stumbled onto at the nursery, but she knew she couldn’t. She had already brought Mark up to date, and for now, that had to be enough. Before he hung up he said that he looked forward to catching up with her at Jet’s party the next week.

      Ellie had also spoken with Nathan Price, her old friend at Langley. He informed her that the Agency was aware of what occured in Flagstaff and had tasked an internal team with finding who was behind her teammates’ murders and the attempt on her. When he told her that one of the people sent to kill Cicero had been none other than Faraday, Ellie had nearly dropped her phone. She had started out trying to get answers, and all she was getting were more questions.

      Nathan said that someone would be reaching out to her within the next couple of hours to get her to a safe location until they found out who was behind the attacks. Ellie declined by saying that she was already set up somewhere. The rental was working out fine, and it’s where she planned to stay until the truth began to surface. When Nathan went on to inform her that he could find nothing out of the ordinary about her father, he sounded a little disappointed himself. From all he could find, Frank O’Conner had worked with the Department of Justice as a resource specialist. There was no indication that he was still alive, and he had never worked for Langley.

      Now, Ellie sat on the couch with her feet on the coffee table, Netflix up on her laptop, working through Breaking Bad for a second time around. The laptop chimed, indicating an email had come through. She paused the show, just as an angry Walter White was slinging a pizza onto his roof, and clicked over to her email. The message was from an encrypted sender. It would be from Eugene Ripley. The subject line read “EO” (Eyes Only). She opened it and saw two file attachments: one a PDF, the other an MP4 video file. Eugene had written one, just one, short line of text. “I’m sorry.”

      Ellie clicked on the MP4. Whatever she was about to see, she knew it wouldn’t be easy. The video was ninety-eight seconds long: a traffic camera feed in black and white. The old building that lined the street in the background looked to be of a commercial nature. An empty shopping cart was turned over on the sidewalk, next to the building. She watched as a Volkswagen Polo stopped at the red light. A newspaper page drifted down the sidewalk and blew into the shopping cart.

      A couple men came into view, strolling along the sidewalk. Suddenly, one darted into the street and ran around the front of the Volkswagen. He approached the driver’s door. His back was to the camera, but from the way he held his shoulder Ellie assumed he was holding a gun toward the driver. The second man was on the passenger’s side. He broke the door window, reached in, and unlocked the car. The man on the driver’s side opened the door.

      A man that Ellie could just make out to be Ryan Wilcox was dragged from his seat and out into the road. His accoster tripped him and Ryan fell forward, landing in the street at the same time the second man got behind the wheel of the car and backed it up out of view of the camera.

      The man in the street straddled Ryan from behind and grabbed his head. As Ellie watched him repeatedly slam Ryan’s head into the concrete, her fingers went to her lips. Suddenly, the Volkswagen slid through the right side of the picture and turned a sharp right into the building set along the sidewalk. The front end of the car crumpled like a can and the airbags discharged. The door opened and the driver stepped out.

      The man in the street slammed Ryan’s head into the road one more time and then lifted his limp body up. His dazed accomplice helped him set Ryan's body back into the driver’s seat.  They buckled him and leaned him forward so his bloody forehead was resting on the steering wheel.

      A dark van pulled up, temporarily blocking Ellie’s view of the car. When it sped away, the men were gone. The video ended and Ellie glared at the screen, her nostrils flaring. She clicked over to the PDF. It contained close up police photos of the event, as well as official paperwork from the local investigator and police chief. Ellie was fluent in speaking Russian and could read the language moderately well. The lead investigator had written up Ryan’s death as a car accident. There was also a document in English from the U.S. Bureau of Consular Affairs, agreeing with the investigator's findings.

      Even without the video footage, Ryan’s death was clearly not related to a car accident. The trauma to his forehead would not be consistent with hitting the steering wheel or even the windshield. He would have no marks or bruising from the seat belt, no airbag dust across his body. Virgil had been right. Ryan had been murdered, and someone in Consular Affairs was in on it.

      Ellie shut her laptop and stood up. She needed to get out of here, to run, to burn off the stress and the anger eating away inside her. She couldn’t just walk out the door and run up the island like she was used to. Cypress Slough was a thirty-five hundred acre preserve in South Fort Myers and had pathways and a raised boardwalk that cut through the forest. She grabbed the truck keys and the dog leash, whistled at Citrus. “Come on, we’re going out.”

      Citrus’s ears went back and he soared off the couch and tore across the kitchen too fast. His paws worked furiously at the tile floor as he tried to stop, but he landed head first into the door jamb. He stood up and shook his head, dazed. Ellie looked down on him. “I’m not sure you can afford to lose many more brain cells.” She opened the door into the garage, and Citrus followed sluggishly behind her.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      He would miss this office, but he would not be leaving the books. Ringo grabbed several leather-bound hardbacks and carefully made his way back down the built-in rolling ladder. But for one wall, the office was surrounded with floor-to-ceiling, custom made bookcases. There were cardboard boxes, assembled and taped, set neatly across the office floor.

      Quinton was staring into the saltwater fish tank that stood in the center of the room.  Ringo set the books into one of the boxes and went back up the ladder.

      “I’m not so sure that I’ll keep this place,” Quinton said. “Maybe I’ll tell Angeles Negros they can have it back.”

      “Where will you conduct your meetings?”

      “The fishing shack. Maybe.” Quinton waved his hand around. “This is all a little much for me. You know that.” He stepped around several boxes and when he got to the bookcase he started pulling books off the shelves by two and threes. “How do you think Andrés and Chewy are taking to the transition?” he asked.

      “May I make a suggestion?” Ringo said.

      “By all means.”

      Ringo made his way down the ladder. “From the perspective of a new leader, perhaps it’s not wise to let your subordinates know that you are holding some cards off the table. Cards that had previously been on the table.”

      “You mean me holding back a new angle I’m working?”

      “Precisely that.”

      “I don’t want to get them in on something that may not be permanent. Once I see how this new relationship works, once I fully trust who I’m working with, there’s nothing I won’t tell them.”

      Ringo set Livy’s History of Rome in the box. He turned and looked his friend squarely in the face. “Quinton, are you dissolving rule one? Are you putting other products on the shelves?”

      Quinton ran a tongue across his teeth. “No. I’m not.” But it was the long silence which followed that spoke the truth.

      Ringo slid the ladder over and went back up. “Because if you were, that would be your choice to make. It would be your birthright. But you would do well to remember that Andrés and Chewy both respect the code. So do our distributors. In fact, most of our distributors would walk away if we were dissolve any one of the rules. And doing so without informing them would be a high disrespect.”

      “I understand. Like I said, I’m not doing anything differently.”

      Ringo reached for a book and slid it off the shelf. A burgundy cloth cover of The Picture of Dorian Gray. He ran his fingers across it. “All right, Quinton.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      AJ wasn’t sure if they would be getting a delivery tonight or not, so Ellie was helping him finish up the cellar they had worked on a couple nights before. It was dark, and they had to work in the glow of the pavilion’s lights. Ellie handed him another 2x4, and he tapped it against another standing beside it. “How long have you been at this?” she finally asked.

      “I’ve been in the game for a bit,” he said, and that was all. That was when they heard a vehicle’s tires rumble over the road toward them. AJ gave Ellie a quizzical look. “I thought I closed the gate after you got here.” She only shrugged.

      A white Tahoe appeared and pulled up at the building. Three men got out. They were of Spanish descent and all had shaved heads. “Great,” AJ grumbled.

      “Who are they?” she asked.

      “Overeager buyers. They shouldn’t even be here.” He started toward the Tahoe and spoke over his shoulder. “Stay here.” AJ stopped in front of the men and crossed his arms. They were too far out for Ellie to hear what they were saying. The largest of the three was clutching a leather satchel. He said something to AJ who then led them into the pavilion.

      The pavilion was half full of pallets laden with sod, most of them double stacked so they formed a loose maze of sorts. Ellie cut around to the side and went into the maze, navigating it until she was close enough to hear, but hidden from view.

      “I told you last time,” AJ was saying. “I can’t authorize a transaction. That has to come from the top.”

      “But I got the money right here, ese. And I know you got to have some stashed around here somewhere.” There were a few moments of silence and then, “Here. Take this. That’s eleven Gs in there. One is yours. You can give ten to your boss.”

      “You need to leave,” AJ said flatly.

      “Why you gotta play the game like that? We’re not leaving. Here I am. I come to you as one professional to another. I offer you good money. And you still turn me down.”

      “It’s not my product to sell you.”

      “Fine then. If that’s how you want it.”

      The next thing she heard was a loud grunt as the air rushed out of AJ’s lungs. She tensed and navigated more sod stacks until she was offered a narrow view. AJ was on the dirt floor, doubled over. The big man holding the satchel was looking down on him. “We’re gonna find it, ese.” Then he sent his foot into AJ’s back. The big man looked around him, taking in his immediate surroundings. He set the satchel down, reached behind his back, and brought out a chromed semi-automatic pistol that glistened in the overhead lights. He squatted down and set the tip of the barrel against AJ’s cheek. “If I don’t leave here tonight with what I came for, you’re getting one in the eye.” Ellie could feel fresh heat rising from her face as the man stood up and addressed the two that had come with him. “Find it,” he said. “And find that girl we saw, too.” The men walked off in separate directions.

      Ellie backed down through the sod maze, heading for the rear of the pavilion. She stepped out into the dark and saw what she was looking for bolted to a corner steel column. She kneeled down and ran her hand across the top of the loose dirt. She stood up and, using her other hand, reached around to the inside of the column and wrapped her hand around the breaker box lever. She closed her eyes tightly and laid her forearm across them. She waited ten seconds before releasing a cough. A few moments later she heard footsteps in the sod maze, heading in her direction. She slammed the lever down and the entire area was sent into darkness, the lever letting off a loud, metallic click. Ellie opened her eyes as the footsteps stopped.

      She saw him. He was standing at the edge of the pavilion, waiting for his eyes to adjust to the darkness. Ellie could see the outline of a gun in his hand. Silently, she circled in behind him. Just as he started to move again, she said, “Psssst.” As he spun at the sound Ellie threw her hand towards him and uncurled her fingers. Tiny particles of sand rained into his eyes and he cried out and brought his free hand to his face. Ellie stepped in and grabbed his wrist with one hand while the other swiped his gun from his grip. Still squinting against the dirt, he swung his free arm around, trying to hit his attacker. Ellie leaned back on her heels and the punch arced away, leaning him momentarily bent over. Ellie pulled down on his wrist, and as his head followed his body downward, she swung her right leg up, straightened it, and sent the back of her boot down onto the side of his head. He collapsed into the dirt, motionless.

      His gun in her hand, Ellie ran back to the breaker box and flipped the lights back on, then carefully skirted the pavilion’s perimeter, coming around to the front. AJ was still on the ground, the big man standing over him, looking up at the lights. Ellie didn’t know where the other man was, so she slipped behind a stack of sod for cover. After completing a quick press check on the gun she stepped out just behind the big man and pressed the tip of the barrel into his back. He froze.

      “Your buddy with the gold earring. He’s taking a nap. What’s the other one’s name?”

      “Uh, Jesse.”

      “And yours?”

      “Beto.”

      “Toss your gun and sit down, Beto.” He did as he was told, and AJ sat up on his elbows and looked at her with unbelieving eyes. Ellie raised the gun toward a stack of sod. She pulled the trigger, and the loud crack of the discharge reverberated up to the metal roof. “Jesse,” she called out. “You have twenty seconds to get back here before Beto gets one in the leg. Ten seconds….five.” Just as she was about to pull the trigger, she saw movement to her left.

      “Okay—okay. Wait!” Jesse stepped out from behind a pallet of sod, holding a gun out in front of him. Ellie moved behind Beto and kneeled down, pressed her gun against his neck.

      “Put your weapon down,” she ordered. He wavered, looked at Beto. “Now,” she snapped. It clattered to the dirt. “Now,” she said, “one of your buddies is sleeping in the back, near the Bobcat. Jesse you have forty-five seconds to go get him and bring him back.” When he ran off, Ellie told Beto to stand up. She stood with him and took a step.

      Jesse appeared, his hands under the other man’s armpits, dragging him backward. “Take him to the Tahoe,” Ellie said. AJ stood up with a grimace. “Now get out of here,” she said. Beto moved toward the satchel and stopped when he reached down to grab it.

      No,” Ellie said flatly. “That stays here.” When he smirked and reached for it again, she fired in rapid succession, sending two rounds skidding off the dirt inches from his feet. He froze. “Try it again,” she said. AJ looked over at Ellie, smiling, astonished. “Now, get in your truck and drive away. If your boss wants to take this up with our boss, then fine. But for now, you leave it.”

      Two minutes later the men were in the Tahoe, speeding back down the road. As soon as their tail lights disappeared, Ellie feigned exhaustion. She dropped the gun and, with a single, wobbly motion, sat suddenly into the dirt. Her hands were shaking, and she stared wide eyed at the ground in front of her. “You okay?” AJ asked.

      “I think so,” she said quietly.

      “You got some balls, girl.”

      Her head was hanging. “I just did what anyone else would have.”

      “You saved my ass.” AJ came around behind her and helped her get to her feet. “Come on, let’s get you inside.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      Stacey Blume kept an office at each of the businesses she owned, all of them cluttered. She sat behind her messy desk, her phone pressed into her cheek with help from her shoulder, and shuffled through a stack of papers while she listened to the caller at the other end.

      A glass snow globe of Chicago's cityscape sat between a couple empty coffee mugs. Quinton picked it up and turned it upside down, watched the tiny white particles settle on the John Hancock Center, Water Tower Place, and Onterie Center. When Stacey finished the call, he asked, “You and Zeke went to grade school together?”

      “We did. Then my folks moved down here. He and I reconnected a few years ago.”

      Quinton set the snow globe down. “What did you want to discuss?”

      “I need you to bring more coke in here. My guy in Jacksonville said that they’ve already moved what we sent up and he needs more. Like, yesterday.”

      Quinton shook his head. “I’ve already directed a fair portion of my product through you. It’s too early on for me to offer up more than that. Things start to go south when you become overeager.”

      Stacey nodded half-heartedly. “I do agree. But if they can’t get it from me they might go somewhere else and now I’ve shot myself the foot. I’ve got Julip making the pills but he’s nearly out of coke.”

      “Stacey, you’re making me uncomfortable. I don’t like being uncomfortable.”

      “Just tell Ringo we need twenty percent more. That's all.”

      Quinton ran his tongue across his top teeth. “Stacey, who do you think Ringo is?”

      “How would I—” She studied his face, and her perfectly-shaped eyebrows rose. “No...You?”

      His smile was disquieting.

      “Oh my god.” She ran her fingers through her hair. “Oh my god. This whole time? You? With your little bait shop….incredible.”

      “So can I assume you’ll respect my decision to take things at a pace I’m comfortable with?”

      “Yes. Yes, of course. We’ll go as slow as we need to.”

      “Good. Now, I’ve got to get back to my little bait shop.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Forty

          

        

      

    

    
      Garrett’s home was situated on the southeast edge of Estero Island, overlooking Coon Key and Ostego Bay. A private driveway snaked off Island Pines Way and ended at a one-story stucco home with a high, diagonal roof line and tall, narrow windows. The home was modest for its private location, and its style recommended the nineteen-seventies as a possible time of build. The brick was painted in a light gray, the fascia and windows trimmed in a bright white that contributed toward a more modern feel.

      A mowed clearing butted up against a cluster of mangroves where a couple dozen vehicles were already parked. Tyler turned his truck into a space at the far end. Ellie exited the truck and breathed in the tangy scent of the small bay that sat on the other side of the mangroves.

      “Nice little place,” Tyler noted. His face had almost fully healed from the fight he’d had with Trigg Deneford. For the last week a black eye had filled his eye socket. All that remained now was a yellowish color that was looking more normal with each passing day.

      They arrived at the front porch and rang the bell. “Try not to make any dumb jokes tonight,” Ellie said.

      Respecting the occasion, Tyler had left his ball cap at home. His hair was finger combed back. He wore a navy blue button down tucked into jeans. “I’ll have you know that the dumbness of a joke is in the mind of the hearer, not the teller,” he said.

      The door was opened by a slim brunette with high cheekbones and lively hazel eyes. She wore dark jeans and a white chiffon blouse. She and Ellie were nearly matching. Ellie recognized Garrett’s wife from pictures in his office. She introduced herself and Tyler, and Angela Cage escorted them in through the foyer and into the living room, where a couple dozen people were mingling, laughing, nibbling on hors d'oeuvres and clutching drinks.

      The home’s interior had a wide, open floor plan. The floors were a dark woodgrain tile, and the dining area looked onto the living room and the back door. Only the kitchen was set off by a wall. Off the foyer was an office boasting French doors and built-in bookcases.

      Ellie suddenly became the center of attention as her former co-workers noticed her. For the next half hour, by twos and threes, they would approach, asking what she was doing now, if she ever thought she would get to come back. Most mentioned having heard about Trigg Deneford, the same man their office had arrested two months earlier, coming back and trying to kill her. At one point Tyler had come by and slipped a drink in her hand. Now, he was across the room retelling his engagement with Deneford to a captive audience.

      Garrett and Angela made their way over and Ellie said, “I love your home, Angela. How long have you been here?”

      “It’s just our second month. The private dock is what did it for us. I enjoy the seclusion.  My fashion line finally got picked up earlier this year, so we decided to splurge a little.”

      Ellie asked, “Are you still spending most of your time in New York?”

      “Yes.” She slid an arm around her husband and looked up at him. “Most of my time these days.”

      “She leaves again first thing tomorrow morning,” Garrett said. “I’m hoping we can think of a more convenient scenario soon than later.”

      “It won’t be like this forever,” Angela said, and then excused herself and went back into the kitchen.

      “You married up, Garrett,” Ellie said.

      “Don’t I know it.”

      She scanned the room. “Any of the big dogs from Miami here?”

      “Why?” Garrett grinned, “Thinking of poisoning a few drinks?”

      “Perhaps.”

      “Unfortunately, there are not. They have an official retirement ceremony and plaque presentation for him down there next week. We wanted to do something local for him beforehand.” Someone called to him from across the room. “Excuse me.”

      Ellie saw Tyler in a conversation with three men from the Special Response Team. He took a pull on his beer and then his eyes caught Ellie’s. He didn’t smile, he didn’t grin. He just stared at her the way a man will when he’s taken with a lady. After Ellie felt that she wouldn’t be able to breathe if she didn’t, she smiled softly and broke the connection.

      Jet Jahner stepped in next to her. “Thanks for coming, Ellie.”

      Her face felt warm. She raised her glass to him. “Wouldn’t miss it.”

      “You’ve been missed around the office. Every day you’re gone the more legendary you become.”

      “Yeah?”

      “The last water cooler rumor I heard was that you shot Nunez with lasers from your eyes.”

      She shook her head. “No. I keep telling everyone it’s lasers from the fingertips. You’ve got to correct these things, Jet.”

      He laughed. “So you’re keeping busy these days?”

      As much as she stood there wanting to, she couldn’t tell Jet about the lead Mark had given her, or that it had led her into a new drug ring. So she said, “Trying to. The easy life isn’t so bad, you know.”

      He smiled. “Do think you’ll ever want to do something like the DEA again?”

      “Jet, why do I have the feeling that you want to ask me something?” When he grinned, she said, “For you, I’m all ears.”

      He took another pull on his beer, said, “With the understanding that you’re coming off a fair amount of craziness, I wanted to see what your level of interest might be in joining me in a new venture.”

      “A new venture? I thought you were retiring.”

      “Retirement is a relative term, don’t you think? I’m going to be opening a PI practice. Think about joining me.”

      “You? A PI? Jet, that’s great.”

      “I put in my time with the agency. I know me, and I won’t be able to sit still for long. I’ll drive my wife crazy, and well, you get the picture.”

      “So, join you?”

      “I don’t have all the kinks worked out yet. But, if you’re so inclined.”

      Garrett was across the room motioning for Ellie to come over. “I’m not sure,” she said to Jet. “But, let’s talk down the road.”

      “Sure thing. Go on.”

      When Ellie approached Garrett, he turned and walked toward his office at the front of the house. She followed him through the French doors. The room had a small desk set near the window. Bookshelves abounded with titles representing subjects as diverse as foreign policy, history of the drug war, and modern fashion. “What’s up?” she asked.

      Garrett took something off a shelf and handed it to her. It was a cube the size of her hand and was wrapped in red metallic paper. “All of us at the office got this for you. I didn’t want to take away from Jet’s spotlight, but we all want you to know how much we appreciate you.”

      Ellie set her drink on a shelf and peeled away the wrapping to reveal a white cardboard box. She worked her finger into a slit on the top and pulled it back. It was a white mug. She pulled it out, turned it, and started to laugh. “You guys are nuts.”

      “It was Mark’s idea.”

      On one side of the mug was an image of a black pompadour hairstyle, like Elvis would have worn. It was just the hair, no head or face. On the other side of the mug were the words “Thanks for all your help, Julie Jangle.”

      More than any other time over the last few weeks, Ellie wished she was back with the DEA. “Thanks, Garrett. This means a lot.” The back wall of the office was covered in picture frames. She stepped over and surveyed them. Most were of DEA agents in desert uniform. Some were portraits of professional men or women behind desks or in front of flags. “Angela hates how I’ve laid these out. ‘Not enough breathing room,’ she says.”

      “So who are all these people?” she asked.

      “Most of them are good memories or people who have influenced me in some way.”

      Ellie pointed to a picture of two men in a dark bar, clutching half-empty beer glasses. “What’s this?”

      Just a couple old friends. “That was right after field training ended. Before we went to Afghanistan.”

      She moved her fingers to one of a middle-aged man in a gray suit. “This?”

      He smiled. “That one is just there to make me angry.”

      “Do tell.”

      “Robert Higgins got rich selling dope to Al-Qaeda. Got caught and was pinned with forty years before getting pardoned by the president on his way out of office. Today he’s back living in the Hamptons. There has yet to be any solid regulation overseas so corruption abounds.”

      Ellie went back to the shelf and picked up her glass. She took a sip. “So what’s your next move?” she asked. “Are you going to keep moving up the ladder?”

      “That’s the plan. I haven’t had this position long and I’m young. So, we’ll see.” He finished what was left of his beer and said, “Come on, I’ve got a speech I need to give.”

      
        
        ____________________

      

      

      Andrés hurled the phone with such force that its plastic casing shattered against the wall on impact.

      “What did she say?” Chewy asked.

      “Someone did a standard check of the crates before loading them onto the truck.” Andrés rubbed at the space between his eyes. “She said it wasn’t the regular product. It was pills.”

      “Pills? That truck was supposed to leave last night. She’s just now telling us?”

      “She sent them off to a street lab. You want to guess what they are?”

      “No. I don’t,” Chewy said.

      “Our product mixed with an opioid. I forget the word. Fet—feti—”

      “Fentanyl?”

      “Yes. That.”

      Chewy ran both hands through his beard, took a deep breath. He started to mumble something Andrés couldn’t make out. But he knew Chewy was trying to be positive. Andrés didn’t want to try and be positive. He wanted to crack some heads. One in particular.

      “Quinton is a good man,” Chewy finally said. “A very good man. What’s happened to him?”

      “I don’t know. I never thought he would do this. Especially without telling us first.”

      “Ringo was right. Something isn’t right with him.”

      “We need to tell Ringo about this.” Andrés said.

      “No. He’s not available. And if he was we still don’t need to tell him. He’s stepping out. He shouldn’t be bothered with this. It’s our problem.”

      “So what do we do?”

      “We need to call Aldrich. This will affect him too.”

      “You know he won’t talk on the phone. Besides, I think he’s not available the next few hours.”

      Chewy said, “Doesn’t matter. This is his problem too. Call him.”

      

      
        
        ____________________

      

      

      

      Jet stood in the corner of the living room, Garrett standing next to him. The room had quieted and given their attention to their host. “I’ve never been one who liked giving speeches,” Garrett said. He had a fresh drink in his hand and he took a sip.

      Tyler leaned in toward Ellie and whispered, “I hope he’s not picturing all of us naked right now.” She sent an elbow into his ribs and bit down on her bottom lip to keep from laughing. “I did promise Jet that I wouldn’t make any old man jokes,” Garrett said. “All I’m going to say is that if you have any questions about what it was like living through the Industrial Revolution, just ask Jet. Because he was there.”

      The room broke into laughter, and Garrett spent the next several minutes retelling Jet’s achievements, mixing in a few anecdotes along the way. Wrapping up, he said, “In all seriousness, Jet has put in just under thirty-two years with the agency and was one of the very few who had the honor of being with the Search Bloc when Escobar was taken down. As an agency, we’ll be able to fill his position but will come up short on his experience and capabilities.” He raised his glass. “Jet. You’ll be missed.”

      The room raised their glasses and toasted one of their leaders. As they went back to their side chatter, Ellie heard a muffled buzz. Tyler reached into his jeans’ pocket and brought out his phone. When he glanced at the number, a nearly imperceptible frown crossed his face. He stepped aside and, walking to the back door, put the phone to his ear and stepped out.

      Ellie watched him through the back window as he slowly walked down a stone pathway towards Garrett’s private dock. A minute later he walked back toward the house and came back in. “Hey,” she said. “Everything all right?”

      He forced a smiled, something she had never seen him do. He looked distracted. “Yeah. Fine. Hey, I know this is lame, but would you mind seeing if you could get a ride back? I need to run on.”

      “Sure. What’s going on?”

      That false smile again. “I just need to go. I’ll...tell you later.”

      “Okay. Go on. I’ll get a ride with Mark.”

      He stepped away, acknowledging her with a meager nod, and she watched him leave through the front door. Mark came up to her. “Is he okay?”

      “Yeah, he’s fine.” But she didn’t think he was.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Forty-One

          

        

      

    

    
      Julip’s real name was Julius. Julius Jenkins. But not many people knew that. When someone would ask Julip what his name was, the de facto reply would always begin with “J-J-Ju-Ju-…” Just like that. At some point in the distant past someone had made a joke about his lips not working right. “Julip,” as a moniker, followed soon after. Julip didn’t care enough to make the extended effort to correct them and tell them that his stuttering had nothing at all to do with his lips.

      Julip now sat in a metal folding chair in the center of Stacey Blume’s cluttered office. The man they called Ringo was standing over him. There was another folding chair leaning against the wall. Quinton grabbed it. He positioned it in front of Julip and sat backward on it. “Julip, do you know why so many people in the old West got killed?”

      “No-n-n-no.”

      “I didn’t think you would. It’s because they were cheaters. That’s the short of it. They were all a bunch of swindlers. See, here’s the thing. Last night, your very first night on the new job, and someone sees you swipe a wee bit of my cocaine. My cocaine, Julip.”

      “No-n—”

      “Now just hold your tongue a minute.” Quinton smiled at that. He reached into the pocket of his shorts. “Now, you didn’t take much, but then that’s not really the point.” He pulled his hand from his pocket. A small plastic baggie was dangling from his fingers. “This yours?”

      Unlike his mouth, Julip’s eyes did not stutter. They were filled with a wild sort of horror. “Y-y-yes.”

      Quinton put a hand on Julip’s shoulder and squeezed gently, the way a proud father would after his kid’s ball game. “Thank you for your honesty, Julip. It was the right thing for you to tell the truth. Why don’t you follow me? Just across the floor.”

      AJ opened the office door and stepped back, then waited for Quinton, Julip, and Stacey to exit before bringing up the rear.

      Julip wrapped his hands across his chest and stuffed them in his armpits so they wouldn’t see his hands shake. He followed the man that they called Ringo past the press machines and stopped near the hose, where a large blue drum sat. Quinton turned to face him, sliding his hand back and forth along the edge of the drum as he spoke. “Julip. You understand that for an organization to function properly it needs everyone to have respect for those who are running it, right?”

      Suddenly, to the surprise of all, Julip seemed to find his tongue. “Yes.”

      “I’m going to ask you to get into this barrel—just for a few hours.”

      Julip swallowed loudly.

      “Now yes, it will be uncomfortable, and yes, you might have to use the bathroom, but I need to know that you’re willing to learn your lesson. Are you willing to get in here or do I need to think of something more drastic?”

      Julip looked nervously at the barrel. “O-o-o-okay.”

      “Good, good. AJ, would you please help Julip the rest of the way out of his hazmat suit?”

      AJ nodded. When Julip was standing in his shorts and T-shirt, Quinton said, “Julip, why don’t you let AJ help you get in?”

      AJ came around Julip and awkwardly lifted him up. Julip positioned his feet over the top, and AJ lowered him down. “Now,” Quinton said, “if you’ll just have a seat. There’s a little cap on the lid that we’ll remove so you’ll be able to breathe.”

      Julip nodded. “I-I-I’m s-s-sorry, R-r-r-ringo.”

      “I know.” And with that Quinton grabbed up the lid that had been leaning against the wall. Julip was looking up with uncertain eyes, his knees in his face, when the lid slid over the top. Quinton twisted it around until it fit snuggly in place and then flipped over the metal lever, latching the lid.

      Stacey whispered. “Are you sure about this?”

      Quinton ignored her and unscrewed the small cap on the top. He leaned over and peered in, said, “You okay in here?”

      “Y-y-yes, R-r-r-ringo.”

      “Excellent.” Then, to the surprise of the other two standing there with him, Quinton walked over to the hose and unscrewed the hand nozzle. He tossed it to the side.

      “What are you doing?” Stacey asked.

      He didn’t answer. He came back to the barrel and slipped the tip of the hose through the drum lid.

      “What are you doing?” Stacey growled through clenched teeth. “You can’t do this.”

      Quinton leaned in, and when he spoke she knew that she had underestimated him. His breath tickled her ear, but it was his words that sent a chill tracking down her neck. “Would you like to join him?”

      She jerked back. “No,” she said quickly.

      From inside the barrel they could hear a heightened, “Wh-wh-wh-what…”

      Quinton drilled his eyes into Stacey’s. “Turn on the water,” he said.

      “No. I’m not that kind of person.”

      “You are tonight, sweet cheeks. Your product kills people every day on the street. You think this is any different? Grow a spine, woman, and turn on the damn faucet.”

      Stacey turned on the faucet. The hose bucked up as water started flowing through.

      Julip didn’t stutter when he screamed. It was muffled by the thickness of his plastic tomb.

      Quinton laughed. “He sure has some lungs on him, doesn’t he?”

      The three of them stood there, waiting for the drum to fill, Quinton tapping his foot to some beat in his head, Stacey nervously picking at her thumbs. The drum shook as Julip pounded against the sides. The lid bucked when he tried to stand into it. But the clamp held and the water continued flowing in. Just as the screams were turning to a methodical garble, Quinton went back to the spigot and turned off the water. He returned to the barrel and stared at it for a while, until there was nothing left to hear. Then he tossed the cap to AJ. “The honor is all yours, sir.”

      AJ, who looked as though he held no particular opinion about what he had just witnessed, screwed the cap back on and stepped back.

      “Let’s leave him right here for a day or so,” Quinton said. He turned his attention back to Stacey, who looked as if she had just stepped from a graveyard on Halloween. “Apparently, some people around here need a lesson in respect.”
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      The valet drove the Suburban across the airstrip and slowed to a stop as it approached the Gulfstream. The aircraft’s clamshell door was open, and Scott Reardon watched from his backseat window as his team of lawyers hurried up the steps. He looked in the rearview mirror at his valet. “Take my bags up. I’m waiting on someone.”

      Reardon closed his eyes and ran his hands down his face. His little enterprise was beginning to crumble around him. Trigg Deneford had failed him. So had his team in Arizona. He had no other cleaners at his disposal; they had all bailed on him. Titus Clark, his personal assistant, had vanished. He didn't show up for work this morning, and his phone was turned off. This time, the local authorities down in Florida would not release Trigg. Reardon knew that it would be a matter of time before he talked, before he cut a deal and exposed his own connection with Reardon from the last few years.

      Two hours ago, Rita Simmons had gone live with affidavits that exposed Reardon’s dealings with Solaron Solutions. He had ensured their CEO that they would receive a specific number of federal contracts. He had come through, and they had paid Reardon well. This time there had been no courtesy call from Rita. RT Network had just thrown it on the airwaves. Someone had known to put the screws to Solaron’s CEO, and he had talked.

      A black BMW pulled up beside Reardon. His appointment stepped out and walked around the Suburban. He opened the back door and slid in across from Reardon, then shut the door.

      “You’re all over the news,” he said. “What went wrong?”

      “It seems that someone has my number,” Reardon said.

      “So what do you need from me? If you think I’m not going to distance myself from this, you’re wrong.”

      “I can’t locate Titus. He’s my cleaner.”

      Frank O’Conner looked out the window toward the plane. “And you want me to wipe everything down in his absence? That’s not what I do.”

      Reardon set his briefcase across his lap and snapped it open. He reached into a pocket and withdrew a key. He handed it to his associate. Then he removed a business card from the briefcase. He produced a pen, wrote hurriedly on the card, and held it across the seat. “It’s a box at National Capitol. I’ll wire you funds when I’m in the air.”

      “Don’t bother. I would rather there not be anything else that could lead back to me.”

      “You’ll do it?”

      “I’ll do it. Where are you headed?”

      “Switzerland. I’m sure I’ll be arraigned in the next few days and will have to return.”

      “Best of luck.” With that, Frank O’Conner returned to his vehicle and drove away. Reardon stepped onto the tarmac, steeling himself for a transatlantic flight with a bevy of overwrought lawyers.
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      He pulled up on the chair’s adjustable handle, and the lumbar support pressed tighter against his lower back. He didn’t like that too much, so he tried to move it back. He pressed down on the same handle, and the chair shot down three inches. Kyle Armstrong tossed his hands up and sat there defeated. One more thing he couldn’t get right these days. The leather chair was ergonomically designed and had, he thought, a strange design, almost like a praying mantis, or even an alien. For the life of him Kyle couldn’t remember purchasing it. Maybe Carlene had gotten it for him. Why he would buy something like this he had no idea. It wasn’t very comfortable. It did look nice behind the desk though, made the office look a little more distinguished.

      It was Sunday, and he had come in for a couple hours to try and regain his bearings. Since experiencing what his family was now quietly calling “the event,” Kyle had been trying to put in a few hours at the office each day. As usual, he would come in at nine in the morning, and then, most unusual, discover that his mental stamina would only last for two, maybe three hours. He had quickly discovered that trying to focus on important details for more than a few moments was like trying to swim through oatmeal, a little fact he didn’t come upon until his warehouse manager started hurling numbers and routes and barrel counts at him in what felt like a one-way volley.

      Kyle still couldn’t understand what had happened. He’d accepted the fact that he had tried to kill himself. But it still didn’t add up. Not at all. As far as he could see, everything was just fine and dandy with the distillery and his family life.

      Then there was the matter of Yolanda. She had supposedly been working here for the last couple of months. But once again the problem there was that he couldn’t remember hiring her. She came into his office yesterday and put in her two weeks, thanking him for the opportunity to work with Wild Palm. Her family, she said, was moving to Orlando and she was going to join them. Laurie had come in right after jawing on and on about how she didn’t like “that Yolanda” and how “that Yolanda” was rude and didn’t ever want to go to lunch with her or show her what she was working on or do much in the way of talking at all. Now that, Kyle could remember: if you didn’t like talking then you were going to be hard pressed to get Laurie in your corner.

      Laurie had been happy to recount to Kyle that Yolanda had showed up with a couple tough-looking guys one day and that Kyle hadn’t seemed too thrilled after hiring her. After that bit of information, Kyle had brought Yolanda into his office one morning and asked her about it.

      “That was my boyfriend and his friend,” she’d said. “They wanted to know if you also had a position in the back.”

      “How did I get connected with you? Did I post a position?” he had asked.

      “No sir, Mr. Kyle. I was eating lunch at Chicken Palace and you were at the table behind me. I heard you talking on the phone to someone about needing to hire for an office position. Before you left I introduced myself and you had me come in.”

      He did like to eat lunch at Chicken Palace a lot. In fact, he had planned on eating there for lunch today since Carlene and the kids were at her sister’s for the day. But now he wasn’t sure if he would make it until lunch. He was tired and his circuitry felt burned out.

      He grabbed an egg-shaped handle of the chair and drummed the fingers of his right hand across it—his left arm was still in a sling, still not working. He looked expectantly around the room. His eyes finally fell on the framed dollar bill hanging next to the door, and he smiled as another old memory came up. Carlene had come in with the kids a few days after he’d moved the distillery here, to this building. She’d handed him the frame, produced a crisp dollar bill, and let the children help their father put it together here on his desk.

      He stayed focused on the dollar bill and suddenly felt strange, as if something was trying to surface. He tilted his head, narrowed his eyes, and focused, waited, straining his mind to recall the carcass of a memory. But nothing happened. Then he remembered what the doctor had told him. “Relax. Your mind needs to relax. Don’t strain it trying to remember. If something is there it will come.” So he tried that too. He sat there, staring stupidly at the dead president and the Treasury seal and Secretary of the Treasury’s signature. He finally huffed shortly through his nose. What was going to happen? Was George Washington going to just jump out of the frame and start talking to him, maybe even tell Kyle why he had done what he did out there on the water that evening? Feeling foolish, Kyle shook his head and returned his attention to the papers on his desk.

      The next hour had him slowly working through the financials. The numbers were good. Much better than they had been just eight months ago. The company had increased sales by close to ten percent, and net margins had increased by nearly six percent. And they were now moving rum as far north as Kentucky. Amazing. Just amazing. It was like he had died and gone to—but then Kyle quickly dismissed the impertinent thought.

      The only thing weighing it all down was the loan he had taken from Warren Hall. That was over half a million on the books, sitting there like a boulder on a raft. He couldn’t remember borrowing it, but the loan was there. Even Laurie confirmed its legitimacy. Kyle knew that extra capital explained the wonderful growth curve he was looking at. Yes, everything was fine except for that loan and the fact that he’d just spent the last hour working through spreadsheets that should have taken him less than half that time. That, and he already felt done for the day.

      Kyle’s office door was cracked open, but when he heard a knock on it he jumped in his chair.

      Warren Hall walked through the door. “You know, Kyle, you really shouldn’t make it a habit to work on the Lord’s Day. One day off a week won’t drive you into the ground.”

      Kyle smiled weakly and stood up. They shook hands and he nodded toward a metal folding chair in front of his desk. “Please, have a seat.”

      “Thank you.”

      “What brings you in?”

      “How are you doing, Kyle? You’ve been through a lot these past many weeks.”

      “I’m fine, Warren. Just fine. Should be right as rain here really soon.”

      “What is your doctor saying? About your memory?”

      Kyle looked like he was trying to keep back tears when he said, “My neurologist said that with it being a few weeks out now, if I’m not remembering anything, I’m not going to. He said there’s a small area of my brain that...well, I won’t bore you with the details. It’s dead. Let’s just leave it at that.”

      Warren nodded understandingly. “Kyle, as you know, you owe me five hundred thousand dollars. Well, over that, actually.

      Kyle mustered the best business face he could. “I know.”

      “You’re the brains, the secret sauce of this business. I need to say that I’m worried about my investment.”

      Kyle lifted his good hand. “No, no need to worry. I’m going to hire a manager to help.”

      “But the manager is not you. You, Kyle, are the only one who makes this place work.”

      Kyle looked blankly at the paper strewn across his desk. He spoke softly. “I’m trying, okay? That’s the best I can do.”

      Warren smiled large, and when he did, it made Kyle feel like everything was going to be all right. Even before he spoke his next words. “Well, that’s what I want to chat with you about, Kyle. I have a bit of a business proposition for you.”
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      Ellie put the old truck behind her and walked around the nursery offices. Just as she stepped beneath the pavilion, AJ appeared. “Boss wants to see you,” he said.

      Ellie remained calm in spite of a sudden spike of adrenaline. “He’s here?”

      AJ sneered like he knew something she didn’t. “No. Take this.” He handed her a slip of paper with an address and directions written on it. “Go there. There’s some stairs next to the receiving bays. Go up those and knock on the door. Tell them I sent you.”

      “Do I ask for anyone?”

      “Tell them I sent you,” he repeated.

      “Okay,” she said. “Now?”

      “Yep.” He looked down toward his feet. “Thanks again for saving my ass the other night.”

      “You bet.” Ellie said goodbye and got back in the truck. When she turned the key in the ignition, the engine groaned out a slow, reluctant turn, and then died. Careful not to flood the engine, she pumped the gas pedal a couple times, and, to her relief, it started up. Suddenly, she missed her Silverado.

      
        
        ____________________

      

      

      AJ’s directions took Ellie to a building in the commercial district, set close to the road. A long, narrow parking strip hugged the front length of the building, where it stopped at a set of concrete stairs. Three receiving bays were on the other side of the stairs, one of which was empty. Ellie parked, went up the stairs, and knocked. When she didn’t get an answer, she tried again, harder this time.

      She looked up into an orbital security camera. The door buzzed and was opened by a black woman with platinum blonde braids. “Can I help you?” she asked.

      “AJ sent me. I just came from the nursery.”

      The woman stepped back and Ellie went in. “I’m Aiesha. Follow me,” she said. Ellie was led across a shiny concrete floor where, to her right, boxes were being loaded onto the trucks she had seen outside. To her left was a closed-in area with large windows that gave visual access inside. A dozen small machines sat atop stainless steel tables. The floor sloped toward a drain in the center of the room, the far end of which contained an enclosure made of transparent vinyl. On the enclosure’s right was a hook bar on which hung a white hazmat suit and three full-mask respirators.

      A blue plastic barrel sat against the wall.

      Ellie followed Aiesha to the other side of the floor to an office door. A large window was set into the drywall, tinted with one-way window film which hindered her from seeing inside. Aiesha knocked and opened the door, then stepped back and motioned for Ellie to enter. The room was long and narrow, the floor laid with thin, blue office carpet. A middle-aged woman sat behind a large wooden desk. She had jet black hair and a purple stripe down the right side of her head. She didn't stand, only said, “Thank you, Aiesha,” and then motioned for Ellie to sit in a chair in front of the desk.

      The office was cluttered with paperwork on the floor and on the desk and filing cabinets. A snow globe of the Chicago cityscape sat on the desk. A large monitor was on her desk, facing away from Ellie. She reached out and pressed a button. “So, you’re the new girl who ran the Mendez brothers off the other night. AJ said you saved his neck.”

      Ellie shrugged noncommittally. “I guess so.”

      “Well, I suppose a thank you is in order. So, thank you.”

      Ellie only offered a silent nod.

      “I am Stacey Blume. Do you know what it is we do here?” Stacey asked.

      “AJ is fairly tight lipped,” Ellie said.

      “Good. He’s paid well to be that way.” Stacey brushed a lock of hair from her eyes. “So, here,” she said, “we manufacture white label vitamins: vitamin C, echinacea, melatonin. We bring in all the raw base ingredients and the additives and fillers. Those machines you would have seen on your way across the floor—the ones on the other side of the wall—are pill presses.”

      “Did you ever meet Julip?”

      “Yes, a few nights ago.”

      “Yes, well, he’s no longer with us.” Something about the way Stacey said that forced Ellie to read between the lines. Much like the way the management at a nursing home would say to an old friend who had finally come from upstate for a visit. He’s no longer with us. “We’re expanding,” Stacey continued, “and that means we need to move a few pieces around the board. I hear you used to push on the blacktop.”

      “That’s right.”

      “Any ambitions for something better?”

      “I’m open. I guess it depends on what you’re offering.”

      The door opened and Aiesha popped her head in. When she spoke, her voice was tight. “Sorry to interrupt. But Ringo’s here.”

      

      
        
        ____________________

      

      

      

      The tips of Ellie’s fingers were tingling, her heart thumping hard behind her ribs. The room suddenly felt lighter than it had five seconds ago. She’d done it. She’d found him.

      Stacey stood up. “Did he say what he wanted?”

      “He’s up front talking on his phone,” Aiesha said. “He doesn’t sound very happy.”

      Stacey turned to Ellie. “I’ll be back in a moment.”

      “No problem.”

      No sooner had the office door closed behind Stacey than Ellie bolted from her seat. She watched through the window as Stacey moved hurriedly across the floor. A man—a bald man—was at the far end, a phone to his ear. Ellie was squinting, trying to make out some of his features when Stacey reached him and blocked Ellie’s view. She remembered the monitor and quickly moved around Stacey’s deck. It was turned off. She pressed the power button and waited for it to turn on. As the screen grew in brightness it showed four different feeds: the enclosed pill press, the parking lot, the front foyer, and the main floor. The bottom right section was partially filled with Ringo and Stacey.

      Ringo and Stacey.

      Ringo.

      Ringo was real. And he was here. All at once, Ellie felt an amalgamation of pride, excitement, and, to her surprise, fear. The way one feels landing a tiger shark after a long and temperamental struggle.

      Ringo hung up the phone and Stacey engaged him, gesturing with her hands. She was still while he replied. She shook her head and threw her hands up. She stepped aside.

      Ellie stopped breathing. She blinked as a blurry mist of confusion descended.

      She was looking at Quinton Davis.

      “Curtis seems to think that whoever Ringo is owns a business down in St. James City.”

      Eli Oswald’s words poured across her mind like an evil hallucinogen. “No,” she whispered. Her mouth was suddenly dry, her fingers tingling again. “No,” she repeated, and this time it came out as a mournful dirge.

      But it was him. Ellie continued watching as Stacey shook her head and tossed her hands out again, then turned and started back across the floor to her office.

      Ellie’s stomach went to her feet when Quinton followed her.
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      Steam ascended from his coffee like a resurrected dew. It was cool this morning, here on the edge of the forest. He sat on the mossy tree stump with his hands wrapped around his mug, looking down on Croatia's port city of Rijeka, which sat four miles out and three thousand feet below, on the edge of the Adriatic Sea, the Italian region of Marche laying just one hundred and twenty miles beyond the horizon.

      He took in the view, and a large, deep breath, which he held for several moments before releasing it and then taking another sip of his coffee. The secluded cabin sat behind him like an inconspicuous watchman looking out over the foot of the mountain and the lush, verdant valley below. Silver firs stood thick around him as if they were pillars in a cathedral. A series of clucks similar to that of a chicken came from a cluster of bearberry growing near the edge of the cliff. A rock patridge. It was just him up here. No one else for miles. Just him and the animals. It was the way he preferred it. Especially now.

      He was going to miss it here. It was hard to accept that he would never return. The view, baked into his memory by the hundreds of hours he had sat in this very spot, would always remain with him. But the crispness of the mountain air and the quiet seclusion here above the cliff face, those were harder to replicate in the mind. Those he would miss.

      The decision had been unilateral, and it would be the first time in his distinguished career that he had selected his own target. Every other time, he had been given a packet, a flash drive, that not only identified his target, but also gave him the permission to move on it.

      But this was not one of those times. There had been no such packet, no flash drive, no envelope with an express directive or the sanction to engage. It wasn’t every day that you decided to, on your own accord, execute a high ranking member of the U.S. government.

      The decision had not been one based in anger, although he was angry. And it was not a decision intended to absolve him of deep pain, although he felt that too.

      He was going rogue and was about to do something he could never come back from. He would be villainized and then, he would be hunted.

      But they wouldn’t find him.

      His mug was not yet empty when he stood up. He took a final forlorn look at the valley below and walked back to the cabin, a simple one-room structure that was built more for utility than any aesthetic value. It didn’t even possess a bathroom. The outhouse was out back twenty yards further into the forest. He set the mug in the sink and washed it. He would never use the mug again, but he cleaned it out of an unconscious habit, out of the discipline that seventeen years in the military drilled into a man. He set it to the side without drying it. He wiped his hands down the front of his flannel shirt and walked across the room, stopping at the small table where he ate his meals and, as of two weeks ago, where he would write, his small block print filling the pages of a Moleskine journal he had purchased from a paper shop in Rijeka.

      Sitting before him was his only friend left in the world. They had been everywhere together. To every continent in the world save for Antarctica. They had been through wet jungles, searing deserts, snow-covered wilderness, and the rooftops of Prague, Tbilisi, and Dublin, just a few of the many.

      He reached out and ran a hand down the detached twenty-six-inch barrel, it sitting quietly in the custom foam mold of the aluminum case. Tucked in next to the stock was a Nightforce scope and an MK11 suppressor. He patted the stock absent-mindedly.

      The two of them had one more adventure together.

      On the lip of the table, beside the case, lay a small photo. He picked it up, looked into the eyes of his target. A middle-aged man in a gray suit, starched collar, and red tie who had, for far too long, exercised entirely too much power and quietly stalked the earth as if he had descended from Mount Olympus.

      He narrowed his eyes on the man’s features. The photo made his jaw tighten unconsciously whenever he looked at it. Then, as was his custom, as he had for each one of his sixty-three long-range kills spanning the last twelve years, he placed the photo in the case, just above the Picatinny rail.

      He shut the lid, and the picture of Scott Reardon descended into darkness.

      Brian Carter, the former leader of TEAM 99, the man known by only a select few in the intelligence community as Voltaire, snapped the locks on the case shut and lifted it off the table. Then he leaned down and shouldered his rucksack. Without a final look around, he walked out the front door, not bothering to lock it behind him, the wooden door slapping back onto its frame as he stepped off the tiny porch.

      Yes, he would miss it here. And he could never come back. Because, ten days from now, Brian Carter would be a most wanted man.
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      The office door opened and Quinton came in behind Stacey. “Where is she?” she asked.

      “Who?” he said. “What are you talking about?”

      “Heather…I left her here.” Stacey stepped behind her desk, the tips of her sandals inches from Ellie.

      “Who’s Heather?”

      “A new girl.”

      “Stacey,” Quinton said, “this thing we’ve created is working. But if you can’t get a handle on your people then I’ll be pulling out.”

      “I’m telling you, I do have a handle on them. Everyone around here is freaked out with the way you killed Julip.”

      “Your people are weak. They needed to fear someone. You can’t, or haven’t, commanded that.

      Quinton’s tone held an authority, an apathy Ellie had never heard in it before. Papers shuffled on the desk overhead. Stacey moved in closer to the desk and her toenails, painted purple and inset with tiny crystals, were but a hair's breadth from Ellie.

      “Here,” Stacey said. “Take this. Just go easy on him. He’s in the back. Are you talking with him now?”

      “I have an appointment to get to. One of my people doesn’t like what you and I have going on over here.”

      “So drop them,” she said.

      “It’s not that easy. He’s a key player.”

      Stacey’s feet disappeared and Ellie heard the door open again. “Where did she go?” Stacey muttered, and the door shut.

      Ellie’s heart was beating in her eardrums, her elbow throbbing from the way she had to contort it. She waited half a minute before peeking out from behind the desk. She stayed on her knees and looked across the messy desk out the one-way window. When she saw Stacey and Quinton at the other end of the floor, she came to her feet and skirted to the door.

      Stacey Blume’s office was in the corner of the building. Ellie had seen a door leading outside just on the other side of the wall. She cautiously opened the door and, seeing no one, left the office and darted to the exterior door. Holding her breath, hoping an alarm wouldn’t go off, she pushed the door open.

      She was at the back corner, where the stairs led down to a dumpster. She shot down them and turned down the side of the building, where wild vegetation was growing through a chain link fence and jutted up within a couple feet of the warehouse. Ellie fought through vines and branches for a hundred feet before coming out at the end of the building near the street. She scanned the length of cars and saw a red Pontiac Trans Am back up into the road. Quinton’s car. It shot down the road.

      Ellie ran to the truck and had the keys in the ignition before her backside was completely on the vinyl seat. With a quick flip of the wrist she turned the keys. Nothing. She tried again. Still, nothing. She grit her teeth and pumped the gas as anxiety rose in her chest. She tried a third time and heard a crisp click and then the metallic groaning of the engine as it roared to life. She looked behind her, threw the car in reverse, and tore down the street.

      
        
        ____________________

      

      

      Just as Ellie was starting to fear she had already lost him, Ellie saw the Trans Am take the south onramp to Route 41. She sped up and, after getting on the highway, eased off the gas when she was comfortable with her distance.

      She felt like someone had slipped some kind of pill in her drink, like she had suddenly been thrust into a evil dream. He was in front of them all this time. As she focused on the red vehicle ahead, her mind tried to bring the pieces together. But she was jolted by what she thought had been true about Quinton. He had been gone for the last five months. Hadn’t he? Had that been a stage? And who was he heading to meet? Her heart suddenly ached for Major. His last friend in the world—the only one who hadn’t died–was who she had been after all this time.

      She grabbed her phone, and, as she went to dial Mark, her shaking thumb touched Major’s name and dialed him. She hung up before the call connected and tried again, this time tapping Mark’s contact. It rang eight times before finally going to voicemail. Ellie growled at the phone and tried him again. “Come on, Mark.” But he didn’t answer. She left him a message to call her ASAP, that she had Ringo. Two miles later, she tried again with the same results.

      

      
        
        ____________________

      

      

      

      Quinton slowed coming into Matlacha. He crossed over the Matlacha Pass Bridge and braked three miles later at Pine Island Center’s four way stop. He turned right and drove north for another five miles before turing west onto Pineland Road. Ellie followed behind, passing up the Groovy Grove. The road snaked north as it neared the island’s edge, and the Trans Am disappeared around a cluster of thick vegetation. Just as Ellie was nearing the small Post Office, the truck suddenly jolted, making her tighten her grip on the wheel. She fed it more gas and the truck punched forward before coughing again. “Come on,” she muttered. “Not now...not now.” But the old clunker coughed one last time, shuddering as it died. She gave the ignition a couple more tries, but she got no response. She jumped out of the truck and started running.

      Ellie had grown up not half a mile from here. She knew that after following the coastline for a quarter mile Pineland Road cut back inland on an angle. The fastest way to keep an eye on Quinton would be to cut through the back property lines and wild vegetation. She cleared a split rail fence and negotiated cabbage palms, ficus, and wax myrtles before finally breaking back to the road. Pineland’s marina was up ahead on her left, and as she neared it she saw the red car. She came up and stopped behind a cluster of palms. Quinton was already on a boat. She watched as he started the engines and backed out of the slip. Ten seconds later he was heading toward open water, his back to her. Ellie left the cover of the palms and ran across the grass and through the parking lot before pulling up at the glass door that led inside the marina’s offices. She closed her eyes and took in a few controlled breaths, then opened the door.

      Stuart Hodges had a bulbous body type and wore a plaid button-down shirt tucked into jean shorts that were held up by red, white, and blue striped suspenders. He smiled large when he saw who it was. “Hey there, Ellie. What’s catching?”

      “Hey, Stu. I have a favor to ask you.”

      “Well, sure. Hey, are you all right?”

      “Yes. Fine, thanks. Listen, I don’t have my wallet on me, but I need to borrow a boat. Could you do that for me?”

      “Oh sure, Ellie. I’ve got the Sea Pro out there. If you want to take that.”

      “Stu, that’s perfect.” He opened a drawer and grabbed a set of keys. He tossed them to her. “Quinton Davis shot through here a minute ago. Keeps his skiff in a slip up here.”

      “You don’t say.”

      “Looked like he was late for a meeting with Jimmy Buffett.”

      “I’m in a bit of a hurry myself. Thank again, Stu. I’ll bring her back soon.” Then she pushed open the door and ran for the docks.
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      Ellie ran the boat hard, following the trail left by Quinton’s wake. When she finally spotted him she backed down to ten knots and kept her distance. A couple miles later Quinton turned toward one of the fishing shacks, where a flat-bottom skiff was already tied up. He circled around, drew near, and tied off before cutting his engine and getting out. Then he disappeared inside.

      Ellie curved around to the west side of Little Wood Key and pulled up in a cluster of mangroves. She anchored, then worked her fingers over the laces of her Doc Martens and removed them.

      Her heart was beating fast when she set a foot on the gunwale and dove in.

      
        
        ____________________

      

      

      When Quinton stepped into the shack, Aldrich was already there, sitting on a crate against the far wall. A dark blue backpack lay at his feet. “Are you ever going to finish repairing this place?” he asked.

      Quinton cautiously stepped past the compressor, careful to avoid the soft, rotting area of the floor. “Been a little busy lately.”

      “So I’ve heard.” Aldrich stood and looked out the window toward Cayo Costa. “In my opinion, you’ve been been busy at the wrong things.”

      Quinton folded his arms across his chest. “And just how is that?”

      Still looking out the window, Aldrich said, “You’re running fentanyl now? Is that right?”

      “I am. It’s been a good move for us.”

      Aldrich turned around and looked at his cousin. “When you convinced me to come on with you and Ringo—the real Ringo—a couple years ago I did so because of the simplicity of your rules. They favored anonymity. If your first executive order is to abolish the first of those rules then that makes me very nervous.”

      “You can walk away anytime you want.”

      “I don’t want. The money has been good. I’ve finally been...compensated, as it were.”

      “I got you into this game, Aldrich. It was you who was griping to me about how things weren’t fair and how you wanted a piece of the pie. Ringo and I thought it made perfect sense to work your angle. And it worked. But don’t come up in here acting like I owe you or you’re calling the shots.”

      Aldrich blew a puff of air from his cheeks. “You all had a rule all this time. You were only selling coke. But now you get the remote from Ringo and immediately switch the channel? No. I can’t have any part of that.”

      Quinton spread his hands and shook them. “This is the big money. I mean, the really big money.”

      “Quinton, it’s not even about the product. It’s that now you’re working with others. People not in our small organization. If they make one mistake, if they get caught, you have to know that they’ll bring you—us—down with them. When Ringo said he was giving the reins over to you I thought, fine. But something happened to you while you were gone. I don’t know what it was, but I don’t like it. It makes me nervous. We all thought that since you were gone for a few months you would come back refreshed. But I haven’t seen the old Quinton since he left back in April.”

      “For ten years I’ve lived under a cloud. Now the sun has come out and I’ve decided to live a little.”

      “The fentanyl angle is too risky.”

      Quinton was smiling now. “That’s what I mean by living a little.”

      “So you’re not going to stop?”

      “Get out if you want. We don’t need you now anyway.”

      “And that’s your final answer?” Aldrich stooped down and reached into a backpack at his feet.

      “We done here? I’ve got another appointment coming.”

      “Sure. Just one last thing.”

      
        
        ____________________

      

      

      

      Ellie surfaced just beneath the fishing shack. She treaded water as she caught her breath and then quietly swam over to the small dock. She slicked a hand down her face and wiped the salty water from her eyes. Above, muffled voices issued from the open door. It sounded like two men. Ellie couldn’t make out any words, so she cautiously maneuvered around the dock and peered up at the door. Not seeing any sentries she heaved herself up and silently made her way to the door. She stopped a foot from the entry when she could clearly hear Quinton speaking.

      “We done here? I’ve got another appointment coming.”

      The second man’s voice was lower than Quinton’s, and he gave a muffled reply that Ellie couldn’t make out.

      Then she heard a sound that was as familiar to her as Major’s voice or Katie’s laugh.

      The discharge of a suppressed handgun.

      It was followed quickly by a second shot and then a discordant thump. Ellie froze momentarily. She didn’t have a weapon on her person. The only option was to slip back into the water. She turned and as she moved her weight off her front foot the old deck board issued a loud, betraying creek, like she had stepped on a crow.

      Before she could fully turn to jump into the water a bullet shot through the wall an inch from her left side. Another one followed just behind it, closer than the last. Ellie froze.

      Inside, the man with the gun spoke loudly. “I would get in here if I were you.”

      Ellie knew that voice. Or did she? No. The face that her mind offered up didn’t fit the situation. She swallowed hard and stepped into the doorway, her hands slightly raised.

      Her breathing hijacked when she saw the man who was standing against the far wall, facing the doorway, a gun trained in her direction.

      He was shaking his head, like he was disappointed. “Hello, Ellie.” He motioned with the gun for her to step inside.

      She took a few steps forward and just stared at him, blinking, unable to speak. For a brief moment, she thought this was some kind of inappropriate joke. But his eyes held a coldness she had never seen in them before, silently telling her that this was the furthest thing from a joke she had ever experienced.

      Her brows lowered and drew together. “I...don’t understand.” She searched all that she knew for a rational explanation. Some surfaced, but they all disappeared before his frozen disposition and the gun he had trained on her. Up to this point she thought she had pieced together who was behind everything, who was calling the shots. Now, she wasn’t sure of anything at all.

      He flicked the muzzle toward a side wall and told her to sit down against it.

      Ellie did as she was told and slid to the floor, pressed her back against the wall. She had never felt as disoriented as she did in this moment. Not even that fatal, misguided afternoon when Assam Murad and his family were murdered by God knew who. At least in that situation there had been the possibility that something could go wrong. But this? She hadn’t planned for this at all. Her thoughts swirled, muddled, like they were caught up in a tornado intent on sucking the coherence out of everything it touched.

      “Why?” she whispered, half to herself and half to him. But it all ran deeper than that. Deeper than a simple “why” and even, for now, superseding the “how.”

      She looked on him, her confused eyes searching his. “Why you?”

      It was Garrett Cage.
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      Garrett shook his head. “Somehow I knew you would finally get in the way. Even after I made sure they let you go. You’re too nosy for your own good, Ellie.”

      She didn’t hear him. Her eyes were glued on Quinton’s body. He lay flat on his stomach, his legs and arms sprawled unnaturally. His head was turned away from her. A pool of blood had started to gather around his neck and slip through a crack in the rotting wood. Her words came out dazedly, softly. “You killed Quinton?” Ellie didn’t dream much—not that she could remember—and when she did she didn’t have nightmares. She had always thought that a little strange, given the kind of career she’d had for over a decade. But now, she felt as though she were in a true nightmare. That panic in the chest, the constricting of your vessels as your blood pressure rises, that uncontrollable feeling that the world is upside down and that you’re stuck in a reality that will never be right.

      “Ellie, come on. You’re smarter than that. You’re going to sit there and tell me that you had no idea this entire time?”

      She looked back at Garrett, where the cold set of his eyes, the tension now present along his jawline, the low hang of his brows, all served to index an internal state of apathy and indifference. “No,” she said. “I didn’t.” Her confused eyes fell to his feet. She felt as if the wind had been knocked out of her soul. “I...don’t understand. You…” But she couldn’t finish. There were too many scattered pieces to bring together.

      “You helped me get rid of Nunez. When you got too close via the whole Oswald thing, I had to let you go.”

      Stunned, she said. “Helped you get rid of Nunez?”

      “Well, sure. And I have to say, you went far above my expectations.” He looked over at Quinton’s body. “Ours, I should say.”

      Her eyes were frantically searching the last few months. “You got rid of me because…” and she didn’t finish. There was a more pressing question. “You were the ones behind Adam’s murder?”

      “No. No. I mean, not me directly. But Scotch...” He shook his head. “He was a live wire. But, not to worry. He was taken care of long ago.” Garrett’s face now held that mildly charming look that came so naturally to him. One would think the two of them were now talking about the baseball scores.

      Ellie closed her eyes and tried to summon a clear thought. “Why, Garrett?”

      “Why not, Ellie? I couldn’t watch everyone making money on the side, get away with it, and not settle in on some myself.”

      She opened her eyes and glared at him. “You’re everything that’s wrong with the world.”

      “And what is that, Ellie?”

      “You’re in a position to do good. People...families...kids...rely on the work you’re doing to help keep them safe. You...betrayed that.”

      “Oh, cut it with the Pollyanna bullcrap, Ellie. You of all people know the system is broken.”

      Her eyes burned into his. “That doesn’t mean that I have to be.” She stood up.

      “Sit back down.”

      “No. So shoot me already.” She had another question ready. “When did all this start?”

      Garrett ignored the question and kept his gun trained on her. He crouched down to the backpack. He put his right hand inside, felt around, and came out with a pair of handcuffs. “Put these on.”

      He tossed them to her and for the full second that they were in the air, Ellie’s instincts kicked back in, finally pushing her from her daze. She reached for them and missed. The cuffs clattered to the floor in front of her, and she took an extra step forward to grab them.

      “Easy, Ellie. Too close.” She slowed her movements and picked up the cuffs. “Now, put them on.”

      She pressed a cuff against her left wrist and clicked it around as she subtly placed her weight on the back of her leg. “It’s just too bad Quinton Davis—or should I say Ringo—killed you.” Suddenly his eyes brightened as if he had remembered something important. “Wait now, I guess I need to tell you about—”

      But Ellie wasn’t listening anymore. With all the speed of a striking gator, Ellie whipped her back leg around, and her bare foot caught the center of the suppressor. The gun jerked to the side and flew from Garrett’s fingers into the window, shattering it, and falling off into the water.

      Ellie brought her kicking leg down, ready to send her foot back out, this time into Garrett's face. But she didn’t get that far. As soon as her foot came down and her weight behind it, the floorboard cracked, and not unlike what had happened to Tyler's friend Buster all those years ago, it gave beneath her, and her foot plunged down toward the water. Her leg followed, making her torso lurch backward. As she dropped, her head whipped to the side and slammed hard into the compressor, knocking her out cold.

      Garrett stood there, leering at Ellie. One of her legs was out of sight, dangling toward the water. Her other leg was at her side, crooked at the knee. Her head now lay limply over the side of the compressor.

      Finally, he shrugged and, careful to avoid a bad section of wood as he stepped nearer, he grabbed the cuff dangling from her wrist and locked it onto the welded handle of the compressor.

      Garrett had known his meeting with Quinton would turn out the way it had. He had come out here knowing full well that he would be leaving soon...and that his cousin would not. He reached back into his bag and pulled out the blowtorch and a lighter. As he tried to get the torch lit, he found that his hands were trembling. Finally, a flame shot out with a foosh. He shouldered his backpack and then kneeled down, running the torch against the bottom of the wall. Once hungry orange flames started to run up the corner, he stood up, turned off the torch. He grabbed a ball cap from his pack and set it low over his eyes. Before he walked out the door, Garrett paused and looked back at Ellie. “Sorry, old friend. You should have let me shoot you.” But his words were bracketed with a crooked smile. Then he stepped into his flat bottom skiff and put the shack behind him, driving away into the smudgy grayness of dusk.
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      Chewy goosed the Jupiter’s throttle and steadied himself as the boat’s pair of Yamaha F350s gave it another fifteen knots.

      He was late. He hated to be late. And if there was one thing Chewy knew had not changed about Quinton, it was that he hated people being late too.

      He headed west where, an hour earlier, the sun had slithered into the horizon. As he sped past Cat Key, a soft orange glow appeared up ahead, glinting off the water. As he drew nearer, Chewy squinted into the apparent aberration and realized with a raw panic that Quinton’s shack was on fire. Dread rose in his chest when he saw Quinton’s boat, still docked.

      He came in fast, nearly cutting the engines too late before jumping off the boat and running to the doorway. Indignant smoke was billowing out like he was standing at the gate of hell. He could feel the angry heat on his hands and forehead. He took in a deep breath of air and ducked low until the dark, billowing smoke burned his eyes and forced him to drop to his hands and knees. He crawled forward through a visibility of three or four feet out until he saw something that made him stop. It wasn’t Quinton, as he’d expected.

      A blonde-haired woman was turned away from him, her torso erect, her head tilted unnaturally toward the floor like a broken doll. An air compressor sat on the floor behind her. He shuffled around her and stopped. Ellie. His shock caused him to stare a moment too long, and a flame drew near on his right. He rose up and tore off his trench coat, throwing it on the fire creeping toward him. The flames eagerly grabbed at it like a hungry pack of wolves.

      Chewy turned back to Ellie and assessed her. Her right leg was out of sight, dangling  towards the water, and her head was hanging limply towards her chest. He quickly felt for a pulse. Finding one, and with the heat growing more intense by the second, he slid his hands beneath her armpits, heaving her up. Her limp body followed, her leg ascending out of the rotten hole until she was suddenly jerked downward, making Chewy stumble forward. He crouched down and squinted through the hot smoke. Ellie’s leg was clear of the rotten hole. Her feet were bare and hadn't snagged on anything. Then he saw that one of her hands was hanging away from her body. A handcuff had her by the wrist and the other end was attached to the air compressor. Chewy cursed through the heat and in a moment of frantic desperation, pulled at the cuff on the machine. It didn't give. He let out a loud, frustrated yell and then hooked his arm beneath Ellie’s waist. With his free hand he grabbed the handle of the heavy compressor and started backward, careful where he stepped.

      He retreated quickly, carefully, backing up until he was near the door. He laid Ellie down and went back for Quinton. He returned to his hands and knees, the smoke thickening, the heat rising by the moment. When his hand finally touched Quinton’s head, Chewy reached forward and checked for a pulse. Not feeling one, he moved his fingers and pressed harder. As he waited to feel a heartbeat, he looked down into a tacky pool of blood.

      Quinton was dead.

      Chewy lifted his head and saw that Quinton’s sneakers and lower legs were already being eaten by angry flames. Then, without warning, pieces of fiery lumber started to rain down on him, hitting him in the neck and head and falling into his beard. He brushed them away in panicked movements and as he backed up toward the door a flame grabbed at his right hand and singed the top of it. He cried out, releasing hard racking coughs as he crawled over Ellie and out to the dock. His eyes watering, he hitched in several breaths and went back to Ellie. He dragged her and the compressor out onto the small dock where, as yet, there was not smoke. He looked toward the boat and realized that it was gone. He hadn’t tied off. Cursing his stupidity, he stood and frantically looked around. He ran to the end of the dock and saw it, drifting thirty feet out. With a final look back to Ellie, he jumped into the salty water and swam hard for the boat.

      It seemed intent on getting away, as though wanting to avoid the fire, and it took Chewy nearly a full minute to reach it. He grabbed at the gunwale, pulled up, and heaved himself onto the deck. Coming to his feet, he started the engines and guided the vessel back to the shack, the entire structure now engulfed in flames, some of them only a couple feet from Ellie’s left leg. Chewy drew near, killed the engine, reached out and grabbed the dock. As soon as he had tied off, he jumped off onto the dock and hurried back to Ellie. He reached under her waist again and grabbed the heavy compressor with his free hand. He groaned as he heaved up. He pivoted and was forced to take short steps to the boat. He reached the port side and paused briefly. He positioned Ellie higher onto his arm and then with unsteady movement, he brought a leg over the side of the boat and onto the deck. He leaned away from the shack, and Ellie’s legs followed him across the gunwale. He had to let her go in order to bring the compressor over. Her hand hung loosely in the air as Chewy yelled a final time and brought the heavy piece of equipment into the boat and safely onto the deck. He collapsed onto a seat as he coughed out uneven breaths and the shack burned like a dry Christmas tree.

      After gaining a measure of control over his lungs, Chewy stood up and pulled on Ellie’s ankles, bringing her body to lay flat against the deck. He turned on the engines for a final time, and the orange glow of the fire lit his path through the darkness for the first mile. He throttled up and ran the boat hard towards Pineland. He looked back at Ringo’s niece, and his deep voice seemed to rise above the rushing sound of displaced water and the drone of the engines.

      “Hang on, Ellie.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fifty

          

        

      

    

    
      Garrett pulled his skiff up to his dock and turned off the engine. He tied off, then stepped off the boat and walked up the sandstone walkway that led to the rear of his home. He unlocked his back door and stepped into the cool air, wiping his feet on the mat per Angela’s wishes. He stopped in the kitchen and grabbed a glass from the cabinet. He filled it with water from the sink and drank it down before setting the glass in the sink and walking across the living room toward his bedroom. As he noticed something hanging from his ceiling he heard a—

      “Hello.”

      Garrett nearly left his skin on the floor as he whirled around. Across the room, sitting at the dining room table, was Ringo. A leg was crossed over the other and blue polypropylene covers encased his Birkenstocks. His hands wore blue latex gloves, and a bottle of Grey Goose vodka sat on a table, a low-ball glass next to it. His white fedora was on his head.

      “God, Ringo! You can’t let me know you’re coming? How did you get in here?”

      “The same way I’m going to get out. Through the back door.”

      Garrett gathered himself, but seeing the blue gloves and foot covers made his stomach knot up. “What are you doing here?”

      “One would think that with you being a big dog with the DEA you would have some kind of security system. Please,” Ringo gestured toward a chair across from him, “have a seat.”

      Garrett looked down on his shorts. “Let me change first. I’ve been on the water all night.”

      Ringo closed his eyes and brought an exaggerated breath in through his nose. “Is that smoke I smell?”

      Garrett tried to brush it off. He suddenly felt very nervous. “Yeah, I had a...little problem on the boat.”

      Their eyes met. “Did you now?”

      “Yeah.” Garrett broke away from Ringo’s frozen gaze. “So I’ll be right b—”

      “Sit. Down.”

      Garrett, frustrated and looking uneasy, took a seat. Ringo began to study his fingernails. “It’s funny, Aldrich, how fortuitous—providential if you prefer—life can be. Ask me where Chewy was a half hour ago.”

      Garrett tossed his hands up. “I’m not playing games right now, okay? I’m tired. I’ve had a long day at the office.”

      He looked up at Garrett. “The office? All right, fine. But ask me where Chewy was a half hour ago,” he repeated.

      “Fine. Okay. Ringo, where was Chewy a half hour ago?”

      “Chewy was braving the angry flames of a fishing shack, rescuing my niece from a Viking funeral.”

      Color abandoned Garrett’s cheeks. He stared back at Ringo. “I have an explanation.”

      “And fortunately for you, I do not require one.”

      “Really, Ringo, she knew. She would have told—”

      “So you thought that burning my niece—your old friend—alive was the best course of action? And you thought,”—his voice was getting high, stronger now—”that killing one of my best friends was the best course of action?” Ringo set a hand on the table and Garrett watched it slowly turn into a fist, watched as the knuckles turned white and it began to shake along with his thick forearm. “Did you?”

      “Look, my gun fell—it doesn’t matter. I had to get out of there, okay?”

      Suddenly Ringo’s face bloomed red. His voice held a growl like that of a lion after he’s caught his prey. “You murdered my friend.” His face was nigh on to shaking.

      “Quinton was going to get us all caught,” Garrett said hurriedly, as if that settled the entire manner.

      “He was my friend. The only old friend I had left. And you took him from me like you were swatting a fly from off your face.”

      Garrett tossed his hands out. “What? You wanted us all to get exposed? He was making foolish decisions that were not going to end well. And Ellie, she would have ratted us all out. ”

      “See,” Ringo shook his finger at him. “That is one thing I’m curious about. What do you mean by ‘all of us’? You told her about me?”

      “No. No, certainly not.”

      “You were going to kill her anyway. Why not just tip the pitcher, as it were?”

      “I just didn’t think about it. It all happened so fast.”

      “Why do you think I’m wearing these ridiculous covers on my feet? I’m not sure your lovely wife would think them very fashionable.”

      Garrett huffed, the last self-assured action of his life. “I’m the local DEA SAIC. You’re not going to kill me. You’ll have every federal agency after you.”

      “You’re absolutely right...Aldrich. And for the very reason you just mentioned, I’m not going to kill you. You are.”

      Garrett felt a terrorizing chill run down his arms.

      Ringo reached into his lap and brought a revolver into view. “This glass here, as you can probably deduce from the bottle sitting next to it, is half full of Grey Goose. Drink it.” Garrett hesitated and then reached for the glass. His eyes fixed on the rim. Ringo snapped his fingers. “Quickly, please. I don’t need you thinking right now. I need you responding.”

      Garrett brought the glass to his lips and drank. It took him four gulps to get it all down. He returned the glass to the table and swallowed back the afterburn.

      “While we wait for that to ‘kick in’ as it were, did I ever tell you why I chose Aldrich as your front name? Did I ever let you in on that little fact?”

      Garrett now looked as if he was somehow experiencing both apathy and terror at the same time. “I don’t think you did,” he said blandly.

      “And you never made the connection?”

      Garrett shrugged like he didn’t care. Because he didn’t care. But he didn’t want Ringo thinking he didn’t care. So he offered a weak smile and shook his head.

      “Aldrich Ames,” Ringo said slowly. “Certainly one of the most damaging spies this country has ever produced. Right up there with Robert Hanssen. Here you were in a high-profile position, with a federal agency, trusted by all. Trusted by me,” he added. “But meretricious men such as yourself lay waste the powers given to them.”

      “And you think you’re any different?” Garrett growled.

      “What sets you and I apart is that your schemes are fueled by selfishness. You chose not to learn the lesson I shared with you about Guyana’s Katowami people. You know, when Ted Koppel interviewed Oleg Gordievsky, he asked him what he thought, ten years after the fact, of Aldrich Ames. His response?” Ringo worked his voice into a mock Russian accent. “He was simply a greedy bastard.”

      “Ringo, we can work this out.”

      Ringo stared at him, almost through him. “I’m going to do away with the pleasantries now. Over the next five minutes, if you do not do exactly as I say, or, if I have to repeat myself for any reason, I will also kill your wife.” His eyes were unblinking.

      “You wouldn’t.”

      Ringo looked at his watch—his gold watch. “Your wife’s New York office is on 8th Avenue, where a half hour ago she finished up a meeting a with a Polynesian manufacturer. She’s just arrived at Listerly, a rooftop bar where she and her friend Lisa have gone for drinks and gossip.”

      Garrett swallowed.

      “However, for extra measure…” Ringo slipped a smartphone from his pocket and dialed a number. When the call connected it appeared as a live video. Ringo turned the screen so Garrett could see. The feed from the other end showed Angela Cage at a small table, lifting a glass of wine to her lips and drinking from it. She returned it to the table and said something to her friend that made them both laugh. Ringo tapped the red ‘End Call’ icon and returned the phone to his pocket.

      “How did you...who—”

      “If I have to end up doing what I’m asking you to do, Angela won’t make it home with her trachea in tact.”

      “Ringo...please.”

      Ringo motioned toward the bottle. “Have another drink.” Garrett obeyed and the bottle’s neck chattered along the rim of the glass. “Keep going...there. Now drink up.”

      As Garrett tipped the glass up, Ringo slid the gun over to him. “I suppose you failed to see that the magazine wasn’t in there. Pick it up.”

      Garrett picked it up.

      “Put it in your mouth.”

      Garrett's hand was still shaking, and the barrel clattered along his teeth as he slipped it between his lips.

      “Relax your lips around it and turn it upward.”

      He did.

      “Good. Now, that end table over there in your living room. Go over and set the gun on it.” Garrett stood up, knees weak, and walked over to the small table near the arm of the couch. He set the gun down and came back to his previous spot, beads of sweat dampening his forehead, his fingers trembling, his eyes dilated as if the only thing now left inside him was a cold and darkening fear.

      Ringo pulled something from beneath his leg and tossed it to Garrett. Garrett caught it. It was the gun’s magazine, fully loaded. “Now set that next to the Grey Goose.”

      “Who…” Garrett said shakily. “Just...who do you think you are?”

      “And this question coming from a man who just murdered one and tried for a second. But if you must know...Aldrich, for you, tonight, I am the tenth plague of Egypt.” He smiled. That ominous smile that sent icy shivers into anyone on the receiving end of it. “You haven’t had dinner yet, have you? Feeling that vodka dancing in your blood yet?”

      Garrett said nothing, only stared at the vase of fresh tulips in front of him.

      “One last thing,” Ringo said. “That pad and pen there. I need you to write something. Just one thing. Please write, ‘I’m sorry.’”

      “No...please.”

      “‘I’m sorry.’ That’s all. Just, ‘I’m sorry.’”

      Garrett picked up the pen and scribbled the words across the paper. “Very good,” Ringo said. “Off behind you—I think you saw it as you came in—is a scarf hanging from an eye bolt set into a rafter. Stand and walk over to it.” Garrett stood uneasily. “I really love that pattern. What do you think? It’s one of your wife’s. From her own line.” Ringo clicked his tongue and his smiled vanished. “I’ll need you to stand on the stool and reach up and just touch that eye bolt for me. After that, I think you know what to do.”

      Garrett moved up the stepstool and reached up toward the rafter. He touched the metal and brought his hand down.

      “The knot has already been tied. You only need slip into it.”

      Garrett moved slowly, the vodka having begun to have its effects. A minute later the scarf was tied snuggly around his neck. His pupils were dilated, all color gone. He looked around like he didn’t know where he was.

      “Aldrich, whenever you’re ready.”

      “Don’t hurt...don’t hurt Angela, okay?”

      “Now that depends on how quickly your feet move off that stool.”

      Garrett took a final look around the room. His mouth opened like he wanted to speak. But then, as if he had tripped on something, he pitched forward, the scarf stretching against his weight, tightening around his neck. His feet swung out, came back, and the backs of his heels hit the stool, which went flying down the hallway.

      The silence in the room was ominous, broken only by irregular grunts and groans coming from the man dying at the end of one of his wife’s scarves. Garrett’s face turned a deep red and then slowly purple before holding on gray. His fixed eyes were dark sinkholes of horror.

      Ringo watched him the way he might watch a mango swinging gently on a tree, serenely and perhaps with a mild disinterest.

      Garrett's eyes finally closed. It was when his bladder failed him and its contents crept across his shorts that Ringo knew the job was done. He stood up. He grabbed the S&W’s magazine and walked around Garrett’s body to the end table. He slipped the magazine into the gun and brought the slide back, putting a round into the chamber. He set the gun back down and went back to the table where he pushed his chair back in. Then he walked through the kitchen to the rear door. He pulled the spare key from his pocket, stepped into the darkness. He shut the door and locked it, then walked down the path to the dock. Andrés paddled the canoe closer to the dock and Ringo got in and sat down. He picked up a paddle, and, putting Garrett’s house behind them, they slipped into the inky darkness of the bay.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fifty-One

          

        

      

    

    
      Ellie stared at the ceiling of her Lee Memorial hospital room, wishing she could leave.  Last night, the emergency room doctor had diagnosed her with a concussion and, against her preferences, admitted her for a night of observation. The doctor said she was lucky not to have inhaled much smoke. Still, they slipped a nasal cannula under her nose and sent several liters of oxygen through it.

      As soon as she arrived at the emergency room, she had called Mark and told him everything, starting with Garrett Cage’s betrayal. It took her repeating herself three times before Mark seemed to really believe it. Then she proceeded to tell him about Duncan Industries’ connection to Stacey Bloom’s operation and Quinton’s involvement as Ringo.

      Mark had come by early this morning and informed her that Garrett had been found dead in his home of an apparent suicide. DEA brass from Virginia and Miami had come in to investigate the SAIC’s involvement. Jet, he said, was retiring on a high note, successfully conducting overnight raids on the nursery and Stacey’s vitamin warehouse. When he left, he still looked like his world was upside down.

      Tyler had stayed the night with Ellie, parked in a chair that he claimed had been designed during the inquisition. They still didn’t know who had put a hit out on her, he’d said, and he wasn’t about to leave her alone.

      Major, Katie, and Chloe had just left, Ellie’s sister fuming about Garrett and crying about Quinton. Major had been unusually quiet. He had just lost his best friend. All Ellie knew was that she had no words for him, only an “I’m sorry,” which felt nothing short of trivial. Major had spent most of his time looking out the window. He finally broke a long silence when he said, “I hate that willow tree. It’s looks like it’s in constant mourning.”

      As soon as they walked out of the room, Tyler entered, holding a bouquet of daisies and roses. He looked around for some kind of vase. Not seeing anything that might work, he just laid the flowers on the tray table. “They letting you out soon?”

      “This afternoon. Or so they say.”

      Tyler grabbed a chair and slid it closer to the bed. He leaned forward and placed his elbows on his knees. “I’m sorry, Ellie. This is insane.”

      “Yeah.”

      “You still haven’t heard anything more about the guy who rescued you?”

      “No. Not a thing. And something tells me I’m not going to.” Last night, just before docking at the marina in Pineland, Ellie had come to. She had been able to get out of the boat, while her rescuer walked her and the compressor to a black Malibu. Once they got in the car, Ellie entered a coughing fit before falling back into a groggy haze. Just as they were pulling up to the emergency room entrance, Ellie had sat up and tried talking to him. He wouldn’t talk to her, just helped her inside and left.

      “It was strange,” Ellie said.

      “What’s that?”

      “I keep thinking that he looked cold. He had burned his hand pretty badly, if I remember right. But it wasn’t that.”

      Tyler stood up and walked to the window. “Hey,” he said, “I’m sorry about the party the other night. I was a bum to leave like that. I know I still owe you an explanation.”

      “Thanks.” All of a sudden she felt nervous.

      “I feel like a coon’s tail.”

      “I’m good with that.”

      He adjusted his hat over his eyes and sat back down. “The phone call. It was my ex-wife.”

      Ellie’s stomach descended to her feet. “Oh” was all she could muster, and she felt silly for it.

      “She wanted to talk about her and me.”

      “I see.”

      “Yeah,” he said. “She said she misses me. As it turns out she’s been dating someone and he wants them to get hitched. She thought hearing my voice might help her know what she wants to do. You know, if she thought maybe she gave up on us too soon.”

      Ellie wanted a glass of wine. “Okay.”

      “But,” he said, “it turns out that talking with me helped her realize that marrying this other dude is what she wants after all.”

      “And...what about you?”

      “Me?”

      “That couldn’t have been an easy call. How do you feel?”

      He looked down at the floor. “I won’t lie. It was hard. Stirred up a lot of—well, I won’t call them emotions. I’ll just go with stuff. It brought up a lot of stuff.” He sat up and looked at Ellie. “But I’m good with it. I’m happy for her. I feel like a door that was shut is locked now. It’s a good thing.”

      She searched his face. “That’s great, Tyler.”

      Ellie’s nurse broke a growing moment between them, returning to check her vitals for the four-hundredth time. Tyler came to his feet. “I’ll be out in the hall.”

      
        
        ____________________

      

      

      Cardboard boxes, stacked eight to ten high, filled the foyer of the mansion. Chewy walked past them and down the wide hall until he reached Ringo’s office. Ringo was sitting behind his desk, looking around a room that looked naked without the books.

      “Chewy,” he said, “how’s your hand?”

      Chewy looked down on his right hand wrapped in gauze. “It’s hurting some. I took some pain medication, and the ointment you gave me is helping.”

      “Good.” His cigar jammed between his fingers, Ringo motioned toward the door. “I got something for you. It’s behind the door.”

      Chewy went back to the doorway and brought the door away from the wall. Hanging on a hook was a new wool trench coat. Chewy grabbed it up and put it on, careful as he slid his bad hand through the arm hole. He lifted it off his shoulders and it settled back on them. He shrugged a couple times and then nodded. “Thank you, Ringo. This is kind of you.”

      “It was kind of you to rescue my niece. Come here. I have one other thing.” Ringo leaned back in his chair and opened a desk drawer. He reached in and produced a white envelope. He slid it across the table. “Open it.”

      Chewy fingered back the flap and drew out a piece of paper. He unfolded it. “What is this?”

      “That...is a deed. A deed to a bungalow at Barracuda Cay. The one to the left of where we met with César. It’s my way of saying ‘thank you’ for all your help in sending him to that great barrio in the sky. And, for just being you.”

      Chewy’s unbelieving eyes lingered on the document. “Ringo. Thank you.”

      “I bought Andrés a place on the water down in Miami. Somewhere he can take his mother. I also purchased surfing lessons for him.”

      “He’ll look ridiculous on a surfboard.”

      Ringo laughed. “I suppose he will.”

      Chewy’s expression hardened, and he folded the deed and tucked it into the inside pocket of his coat. He bit down hard on his bottom lip to keep the swollen tears behind his eyes. His entire adult life, Ringo was the closest thing to a father he had known. “Will I...ever see you again?”

      Ringo adjusted his fedora and answered slowly. “There is a time to gather stones and a time to cast them away. This is a time to cast them away. But I would expect so, in time.” His eyes were moist. “Somehow, I’ll make sure that we do.” He stood up and stepped in front of Chewy. He set both hands on the taller man’s shoulders, looked him in the eyes. He seemed as though he was going to say something but then just pulled Chewy in and embraced him. Finally, after clapping each other on the back, they let go, their cheeks wet. “You stay out of trouble, kid.”

      Then, without looking up, Chewy turned, put his back toward his favorite person in the world, and left the room.

      

      
        
        ____________________

      

      

      

      Katie turned onto Pelican Avenue and pulled her car into the rental’s driveway. Ellie had checked for a tail on the way back from the hospital and saw nothing that sent the radar up. It was dark now, Ellie’s discharge having taken far longer than anticipated. Chloe reached around the seat back and tried for a hug. “I hope you feel better, Aunt Ellie.”

      “Thanks, Boo. I’ll be fine. Just need a good night of sleep.”

      “You sure you don’t want us to stay the night?” Katie asked. “Chloe can be quiet.”

      “Thanks. I’ll manage.”

      “We’ll bring Citrus back tomorrow after you wake up.”

      Chloe yelled a long goodbye out the window as they drove away, and Ellie fiddled with her keychain. She found the house key with a little help from the porch light. She went inside and shut the door, immediately sensing an abnormal pressure in the room. It wasn’t Citrus’s absence. She flipped the living room light switch. Nothing. She flipped it on and off. Still, nothing. She turned and froze when she saw the darkened silhouette sitting on the couch. She spoke with a strained voice.

      “What do you want?”

      The figure stood and brushed back a hoodie from his head. “Hello, sweetheart.”

      Ellie’s breath caught. That voice. The same voice that spoke over her every night of her childhood and told her goodnight. It was the same voice that cheered for her as a teenager when she won shooting championships. The same one that encouraged her to join the CIA, to go, and follow her dreams. A thin haze of light from the kitchen oven range touched his face and fell across his shoulders.

      It was her father. It was Frank O’Conner.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fifty-Two

          

        

      

    

    
      Ellie blinked into a flurry of emotions. She couldn’t move. “Daddy?”

      “Yes.”

      His voice—soft, gentle. She took a step toward him, squinting in the meager light. “It’s really you?”

      “It’s me, sweetheart.”

      Her heart knew, but her mind was still lagging behind, and it wasn’t until he smiled that she melted on the inside. Frank O’Conner smiled with his eyes, crows feet bunching up as he squinted. It was his smile. It was him.

      She closed the distance between them and threw her arms around his neck. She wept. He returned the embrace and for the next two minutes father and daughter clung to each other, weeping on the other’s shoulder and, finally, laughing in between sobs. Ellie gathered herself and pulled back. She searched his eyes and stared into a face that had grown older. One that was now filled with a certain sadness, even against the joy of seeing his daughter.

      He motioned toward the couch. She sat, not taking her eyes off him. He had a beard now, like in the picture. Mostly gray, but some brown still holding out. She reached out and grabbed both his hands. She held them tight, rubbed them with her thumbs. “We all thought you were dead.”

      His brows drew together. He swallowed. “I’m sorry, Ellie.”

      “No.” She shook her head. “No apologies. You did what you needed to. I don’t need to know why.”

      “Yes. Yes, you do.” The firmness of his tone surprised her. “How is Katie?” he asked. “And my granddaughter?”

      “They’re doing well. Chloe’s getting bigger. She’s such a chatterbox.”

      He nodded as a man who was heavy with loss. “And Warren?”

      “He misses you. He doesn’t say much, but he really misses you. We girls had a birthday party for him a few weeks ago.” She smiled fondly. “He was telling us about that time that you, him, Norma Jean, and Gunny went down to the Keys. He said something about you winning a turtle race.”

      She watched her father’s face as he scanned diminished horizons. He smiled. “Yes. That was a good weekend. I won five hundred clams if I remember correctly. I almost lost my head to a bunch of bikers. It took two months for my jaw to feel normal again.” He blinked and paused. “Ellie, I’m not DOJ.”

      She knew that much now. The connection to Ryan Wilcox. The secrecy. “Why didn’t you ever tell me?” It was a silly question. She of all people knew the answer. But this was her father and it felt like the rules shouldn’t apply. She shook her head. “Nevermind. I know you can’t answer that.”

      “I can’t,” he said. “But I will. You deserve at least that much.” He stared at her hands as he spoke. “This all started when Deputy Director Hanson commissioned one of our officers to look into a probable intelligence leak. When that officer was found dead nine months later, Hanson put me on it. All we knew at the time was that the wizard behind the curtain was very powerful.”

      “So you faked your death.”

      “Remember the dossier you received in St. Petersburg?  The one that made you decide to abort your mission?”

      Her father knew about that? “Of course.”

      “The officer that was killed before I came in. He’s the one who left it. He didn’t have enough information to expose the entire program.” Frank scratched at his beard. “Ellie, Mortimer fed you all bogus missions.”

      She knew it. Ever since that seed of doubt had been planted in her mind that cold St. Petersburg night. “All of them?”

      “No. No, of course not. Several years into your time in Brussels someone got a hold of him and blackmailed Mortimer into doing his bidding. We had our suspicions, but we weren’t sure until last week. Ellie, it was Scott Reardon.”

      Ellie blinked. “Scott Reardon? I thought he was involved with bad energy contracts.”

      “He was. But he’s a busy man.” Frank paused and looked away, formulating his next words. “Ellie, Trigg Deneford was working for Reardon.”

      The words had no sooner left his lips than Ellie stood up. She rubbed at her face. As she paced slowly across the room the pieces started coming together. “Reardon was taking us out because we did his dirty laundry.”

      It wasn’t a question, but her father replied with a soft, “Yes.”

      Ellie's hands were fists now. “Scott Reardon had my friends killed. But...why now? It’s been years.”

      “Some of his relationships on the Continent have become unsteady. He was covering his bases.”

      “But Deneford was working at Hawkwing. What’s the connection?” She returned to the couch.

      “Like I said, Reardon was a busy man. Deneford was his cleaner, but he was also making millions for Reardon moving dope. When Deneford was a SEAL he murdered an Afghan family in their home. Somehow Reardon acquired evidence to the event and blackmailed Deneford into working with him.” Frank sighed. “Ellie, I’m sorry. I had no idea he was sending someone after you. Not until a week ago. By the time I found out you had already been warned.”

      “Virgil,” she said. “That’s why I’m still here at this place. How did you find out?”

      “I’ve spent the last couple years working myself into his inner circle. A man by the name of Titus Clark was his personal assistant. Last week I managed to grab Titus, putting Reardon in a position where he had no one else to trust to destroy his private files. All of them, going back thirty years.”

      “So Reardon’s under indictment?”

      “No. Not anymore,” Frank said. “He’s dead.”

      
        
        ____________________

      

      

      Chewy had been instructed to leave his car at the far edge of the dirt parking lot and walk into the grove. He was to count thirteen mango trees in and turn right, count seven more trees and turn left. His eyes adjusted quickly to the dark as he worked his way through the trees without any urgency.

      She was already here. Fragments of moonlight cut through the trees and spangled across her face. Her eyes were swollen, her hands twisted in her lap, clasping a tissue. A plastic outdoor chair sat next to her.

      “Hello, Chewy.”

      “Hello.” He sat and looked into the darkness of the grove. Neither spoke for several minutes, not wanting to start a conversation that would quickly lead to goodbye.

      Her sorrowful voice broke the silence, full of lament, asking what she already knew to be the case. “So, it’s all over then.” She said softly, but with the finality of director yelling cut, telling everyone it’s a wrap. “I can’t believe he tried to kill Ellie. I would have done him in myself.”

      “Yes.” Chewy swallowed hard against the sadness sitting across his shoulders like a wet blanket. “It’s over.”

      “I remember the first time I ever saw you,” she said. “I liked you then and I like you even more know. I’m going to miss you, Jared.”

      “You were my favorite distributor,” he said.

      “It’s been a good run, hasn’t it?”

      “Your husband still doesn’t know?”

      “No. I never did tell him. Didn’t see a good reason.” It was quiet for a few minutes as they listened to the cicadas and crickets. “The cancer centers are going to miss the money. I hate that.” She stood up. Chewy followed suit. She extended her hand. He took it into his and shook it gently. “Goodbye, Chewy. It has been a sincere pleasure working with you these last ten years. If you ever need anything, anything at all, let me know. I hope you don’t receive that as a triviality.”

      “Thank you,” he said. “May life be kind to you.”

      She stepped in and gave him a long hug. It was the kind of hug he imagined his mother might give him were she still alive. He heard her sniffle and then she let go. With a final, teared-stained glance at him, Sharla Potter disappeared into the trees.

      Chewy sat back down. He was in no hurry to leave. In fact, he didn’t want to. He didn’t want all this to be over. He knew what he should tell himself. It was what all his prophets of personal power said to do in times of great loss. But Jared “Chewy” Robinson didn’t want to say that tonight. He didn’t even want to think it. He would never work with Ringo again, or Andrés, or Sharla, and the millions of dollars that they gave every year to help cancer-ridden children would be missed.

      And then, a thought crossed his mind.

      

      
        
        ____________________

      

      

      

      “Reardon’s dead?” Ellie said. “He killed himself?”

      “No. He was assassinated.”

      She felt rush of pleasure and relief at that. “Do we know who did it?”

      Frank reached a hand into the pocket of his hoodie. “I was asked to give you this.” He slipped something hard and cold into his daughter’s hand.

      Ellie squinted through the lack of light and quickly recognized the 7.62×51mm shell casing. Her fingertips went to the base, and when she felt where a cross had been scratched into the brass she gasped. It was his marking. She looked up, dumbfounded. “You’ve been working with Brian? Brian took out Reardon?”

      “Yes. Once Reardon gave me access to his files, we could see that he was the one eliminating everyone from your old team. Brian didn’t tell me his plans.”

      “But you knew he would. You didn’t stop him.”

      “Reardon came after my daughter.”

      Their father was alive, and Ellie realized that she and Katie were the lucky ones. That all the hard was unraveling, spinning into something good again. “I’ve missed you with everything I am.”

      “Me too, Ellie.”

      “How is he?” she asked. “Brian?”

      “He’s seen some personal tragedy, but he’s getting through it. He got caught up in Reardon’s collateral damage too.”

      She caught the vagueness of his reply and chose not to press. “You had Ryan Wilcox give me the picture?”

      “I couldn’t have you and Katie believing a lie any longer. It had all gone on far longer than I had anticipated. Reardon was exceptional at compartmentalizing. Hanson assigned Ryan over to my team. When he went to Panama to speak with Virgil, it was against my recommendation. That may be what got him into their crosshairs.”

      “Their? Who else was working with Reardon?”

      “Mortimer, for one. As soon as your team dissolved, he went into hiding. From everything I can tell he’s been working alongside Reardon ever since. Brian is on a personal mission to track him down next.”

      No sooner had he let off speaking than a gloomy revelation came to Ellie the way an awful dream surfaces after you wake up. The truth had been here the last twenty minutes. They were sitting in the dark. Her father was wearing a hoodie, something she had never seen on him before. A sad smile crossed her lips. “You’re not staying, are you?”

      “I have more to do, Ellie.”

      She looked down at her hands. “Are you telling Major?”

      “No. The less who know, the better. But I’m stopping at the house to see Katie after I leave here.”

      Being here with him was like listening to John Denver or James Taylor while a salty breeze tossed your hair and a generous sun warmed your skin; where somewhere in the distance children could be heard playing in the water, giggling, laughing, splashing. It made you feel like you were home, that, at least for this moment, all was right in a crazy world. “How long?” She braced herself.

      “A year. Maybe two. I can’t be sure.”

      “Wasn’t it you who told me once not to be gone for very long?”

      “Yes. I believe it was.”

      She leaned in and set her hand over his. “Don’t be gone much longer, Daddy. We need you around here.”

      They stood and reached for each other. When they embraced, Ellie breathed in and the smells of her youth rolled over her. Smells that were just...him. He let her go and took her hand in his.

      “You come back to me. To us.”

      “I promise, Ellie. I’ll come back.”

      And then, against everything inside her she let his hand slip from hers. He blinked and a tear escaped and disappeared into his beard. “I’m proud of you,” he whispered. “So very proud of you.” Then he walked to the back door and was gone.

      Ellie wasn’t sure if she was supposed to laugh or cry or both. Instead, she headed for the garage to flip the living room breaker.
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      Ellie parked her father’s El Camino in the crushed shell parking lot at the southern end of Henley Canal. As she walked up the ramp to the bar, she saw Tyler on a ladder, paintbrush in hand, alternating his brush between a can of paint and the outer edge of the new fascia.

      His red, sun-faded Hornady hat was backward on his head. He wore a gray T-shirt that fit snugly around his arms. The only thing missing was a dab of paint on his cheek, or shirt, or something. Maybe that would be too cliché, she thought. He did a double take when he saw her. “What are you doing down here?” he asked. “It might not be safe.”

      She looked around to make sure they were alone. “My dad. He came to see me last night.”

      “What?” Tyler set his paint brush into a jar of paint thinner and looked down at her.

      “It turns out he’s been working undercover for the good guys.”

      “You’re kidding, Ellie. So he’s back for good?”

      “No. He has some loose ends to tie up. Soon enough, I hope.”

      He stepped off the ladder, and when he turned fully toward her she saw where a thin dollop of paint had grazed his cheek. She grinned.

      “What?” he asked.

      “Nothing.”

      “It’s not nothing,” he said.

      “Okay, it’s not nothing. But I’m not going to tell you.”

      She quickly turned her attention to the restaurant. “You did a great job with this.”

      “Thanks. I see what you just did,” he said.

      “And how is your mama these days?”

      “You just did it again.”

      She wrinkled her nose at him.

      He set his brush into a jar of paint thinner. “Follow me.” He led her inside the covered seating area and put his hands on his hips. “Everything’s all done in here. Just finished painting.”

      “It looks great.”

      Tyler nodded around the room, thinking that he very much agreed with her. “Yeah, so...how’s your head feeling?”

      “Still tender. Fine other than that.” She looked up at him and when their eyes met a flutter passed through her stomach. “Thanks again for getting Deneford for me.”

      “Glad to.” He scratched at his chin. “So...this thing,” he waved his fingers between them, “between us. What do you say we quit playing around like a couple teenagers and make it official?”

      A chair stood between them. “You want to make the chair official? I don’t even know what that means.”

      He sent an eyebrow toward a rafter. She stepped around the chair and moved closer to him until she could feel the warmth of his chest and smell the musky scent of his sweat. She lifted her chin, then brought her mouth onto his. They lingered before she broke away just enough to say, “I love you.”

      His voice was soft and confidential. “And I love you, Ellie.” He rested his strong hands on her hips. “I feel like there should be a fireworks show over the water right now,” he said. “At least a Texas size laser show.”

      “There are fireworks,” she said, and raised up and kissed him again. She slid a hand around to the back of his head and opened her mouth to him. When they finally broke the kiss, she said, “Just not over the water.”

      “Indeed.”

      “Heyyy.” They both turned and looked in the direction of the heavily accented voice. Fu Wang was standing outside on the deck. The rain flaps were raised, giving him a clear view inside. He smiled large, his eyes nearly squinting shut, and gave them a double thumbs up. He puckered his lips and made a kissing sound. “Good, Tyler. Good, good.”

      “Oh boy,” Ellie whispered. Fu bobbed back to the bar. “Within thirty seconds Gloria will have everyone at the bar hearing about this,” she said.

      “You ashamed of me?” Tyler asked.

      “No, but I would have liked to have told people on our own terms.” She looked up and searched his face. “Tyler, if you do something stupid and screw this thing up I’m going to—”

      “Ellie, you used to kill people for a living. You think I’m going to mess this up?”

      She traced the line of his jaw with her finger and then ran it lightly across his lips. “I’m glad you know about that.”

      “Come on then,” he said. He slid his fingers into hers. “Let’s get out there before Fu tells Gloria that I’m a better kisser than you.”

      “That’s debatable.”

      “And I’m happy to debate it.”
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      He had always liked the smell of gasoline. Not in a sniff and get high kind of way, but in the way someone will say they love the smell of fresh cut grass, new tires, or sawdust. After today, Andrés Salamanca knew that he would hate the smell of gasoline for the rest of his life.

      Late last night, after he and Chewy moved Ringo’s books into a climate controlled storage facility in Cape Coral, they returned to the mansion and spent the next five hours wiping everything down to ensure no fingerprints were left behind. Just in case.

      They left the front door open and as they walked around the fountain and down the long driveway they freely spilled the gas behind them. The Malibu and an old Ford Focus were parked at the end of the driveway at the road that snaked through the neighborhood. They stopped pouring fifty feet from the door, then capped the gas cans and set them into the trunk of the Focus.

      Andrés brought out a lighter. Both men leaned back against the car and looked at the house, each reviewing their own personal memories. Chewy broke the silence. “Andrés?”

      “Yes, my friend.”

      “You’re a good man.”

      Andrés’s chest rose and fell as he took in a deep breath and let it out in a long sigh. “Life has not given me many friends. You are a friend, Chewy.”

      “So I’ll see you when you get back from Mexico?” Chewy said. “Are sure you’re on board?”

      “I am, my friend. You know I am.” With that, he clapped Chewy on the shoulder and stepped over to where the shiny slick of gasoline stopped. He leaned down and flicked the lighter at the edge of the gas. He moved back as the liquid ignited with a muffled fhmmp and orange and blue flames raced toward the front door as if late for a family reunion. The two men watched the flame whip around the fountain and enter the front door, a pyromaniac’s final fantasy.

      Then they quickly got into their cars and sped down the road as an orange glow began to flicker across the sleeping neighborhood.

      
        
        ____________________

      

      

      The late morning sun warmed Ellie’s back as she sat at the bar, enjoying an early beer. Jack Johnson was flowing from the speakers above the bar, his soft vocals singing about how life is always better when we’re together. Every barstool was taken, and many stood behind her and flowed onto the boardwalk. Major had opened The Salty Mangrove a half hour early, having invited friends and business owners from all over the island for an announcement. Members of the Chamber of Commerce and the Rotary Club were present, Jean Oglesby and Sharla and Gary Potter among them.

      Gloria slurped down some of her daiquiri and turned to Ellie. “It sure is nice to have you back down here, Ellie. It’s been strange not having you around. They get those drug people?”

      “If they haven’t,” she said, “they’re well on their way.”

      “I just can’t believe that about Quinton.”

      Ellie couldn’t believe a lot of things right now, and, before she could find a reply, Major came out of the kitchen with a couple food baskets filled with blue crab cakes. “Ralphie made these special,” he said. “You guys eat up.”

      Hands went for the food, and Gloria said, “Warren, I was telling Fu that I think you should let your hair grow out.” She eyed his head, his graying auburn hair that was buzzed close to the scalp. “I’ll bet you’d look handsome if you let it grow out.”

      “I’ll have you know that I already look handsome.” He came out from the bar and rubbed his hands together. “All right, you guys. I have little announcement.” He waited as everyone stepped in closer and gave him their attention. “You all will know that Kyle Armstrong, the owner of the Wild Palm, had a bad accident of sorts several weeks ago.” Everyone nodded. “Well, after some conversation and looking at the books, he and I have decided to join hands in the distillery. He and I will be partners from now on.”

      Everyone cheered in some form or fashion, and Fu could be heard chanting “free...free...free” although it sounded more like fee. “And yes, Fu,” Major said, “everyone will leave here today with a bottle.” For the next half hour people clapped him on the back, congratulated him, and told him how happy they were that the Wild Palm would remain well managed.

      Eventually he got back behind the bar.

      Ellie looked to Major. “You want to go for a walk?” she asked.

      “With you, always.” He filled a glass with Miller Lite, and slid it to someone at the end of the bar. He wiped his hands on a dish towel. When he stepped back into the sunlight, his gold watch dazzled across his wrist. “Let’s go.”

      
        
        ____________________

      

      

      Ellie slipped her sandals off at the bar and strolled barefoot next to Major. They made their way across the boardwalk to the Norma Jean pier. “Tyler did a great job helping with the restaurant repairs,” he said. “He’s a good man.”

      “Yeah, he is.”

      “You two—”

      “I think so.”

      “Yeah?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Good.”

      “Major. I’m...sorry about Quinton. I know how much he meant to you.”

      Major was silent for some time, while the water lapped at the pilings beneath them and a gull drifted over. “He was. He’s with his little girl now. He and Katrina are finally together. I’m not sure I’m in a place to talk about it any more than that.”

      “Okay.”

      “Something else is on your mind,” he said.

      “Garrett,” she said. “I just can’t believe he…” She couldn’t bring herself to say “betrayal.” It wasn’t the right word. It wasn’t strong enough. She shook her head. “And he hung himself. What a coward.”

      “Yes,” Major spoke slowly. “He was that.”

      “I didn't know Garrett was a distant cousin to Quinton. Did you?”

      “I’m guessing now that there were several things Quinton never told me. How’s your head?” he asked.

      “Sore. The doctors said I’m not allowed to let anyone try to burn me alive for the next few weeks.”

      “I’m sorry, kiddo. I’m sorry I couldn’t protect you.”

      “Major, I—”

      “You know,” he interrupted. “I don’t think I ever told you about the time my grandfather saved my life.”

      “No, I don’t guess you ever did.”

      He put his hands on the railing and looked out over the water. “I was eight, almost nine years old. At the time, I lived in Minnesota. Bemidji, to be precise. Fall had just turned to winter, and it being my first year there I was aching to get out on the ice.”

      “My grandfather was a special man. He was tall and wide would always let me run my fingers through his white beard. I used to call him Santa Claus, and there were times as a young boy I actually thought he might be. On this particular afternoon my grandfather was coming back in from a pheasant hunt. His gun was slung across his back, and three or four birds were hanging from a game strap at his side. He was walking along a snowy trail that hugged the edge of the pond and waved me down. I had skipped out on my chores and had run out to the lake. By the time I saw my grandfather passing by, I had been sliding over the ice with my shoes on for over half an hour. He started to call out to me, but I couldn’t hear from where I was. As I got closer he began making urgent gestures with his arms.”

      “He wanted you off the ice,” Ellie said.

      “I was too stupid to know that. I kept coming closer until I finally heard him saying something about the wind and the trees and the ice. He had been trying to tell me that I was on an area of the pond that had not fully frozen. But I ended up walking further into it. I stopped when I got close enough to hear him. When I did, the ice cracked. My legs shot down, and it was my arms that kept me from going all the way under.”

      Major ran the flat of his hand across his head. “My grandfather threw off the birds and his gun and ran over to the edge of the pond. He couldn’t get to me from there, so he stomped hard on the ice. His big feet went through like heavy boulders and found the bottom of the pond. He kept that up until he couldn’t get his feet above the ice. But by then I was able to reach for him. He pulled my wrist and I scrambled up out of the water. He grabbed me and started plodding his way back through the water. By this time my teeth were chattering and I couldn’t feel anything below my waist.” Major shook his head. “We weren’t ten feet from the snowy grass when my grandfather yelled out and let me go. I fell into the water but found my footing on the bottom. When I looked back on him, his eyes had grown wide with what was clearly intense pain. He was clutching at his chest and trying to stand up. I watched him helplessly for a full minute before he fell face down in the dark water, dead.” Major paused, his voice now thick with emotion. “I stood chest high in freezing water, pulling on his arm, trying in vain to move him out of the water. I just couldn’t do it. A neighbor who had a cabin down the way finally heard my screams and grabbed him up. I had pneumonia for two weeks after that. Had to miss his funeral.”

      “It that who’s in that old picture over the bar?” she asked quietly. “The picture you won’t ever talk about?”

      “Yes. It is.”

      “I’m so sorry, Major.”

      “My grandfather saved my life. Somehow, though, I didn’t get the gene. It seems that I’m never able to save those I love.”

      “You don’t talk about your early years very much. Is that why?”

      A long span elapsed before he answered. “Ellie, sometimes you don’t want to sift through all the sewage to find the gem. Today though, I wanted to.”

      “I’m glad you wanted to.”

      They started walking again and slowed as they neared a pelican perched on the railing. It eyed them suspiciously and, deciding that they had come close enough, finally took flight toward Monroe Canal, the tips of its wings fluttering in the breeze. Ellie ached to tell Major about her father, but she knew she couldn’t. For now, it was enough that one day, they would all be back together.

      “I’m going to get away for a couple weeks,” Major said.

      “Didn’t you just go to the Bahamas or something?”

      “Yes, but when you’re my age you get to go on vacations whenever you want.”

      Ellie’s smile faded as she looked east and saw a thick finger of smoke several miles out. “That must be that mansion in Iona they were talking about on the news,” she said. “That’s a large fire to still be making that much smoke.”

      “Yes...I suppose it is.” He sighed.

      “Can I ask you a question that may be none of my business?” Ellie asked.

      “Sure.”

      “I met Kyle Armstrong for the first time at Mango Mania. He and his daughter were working his table.”

      “Yes. She’s a good little ballerina from what I hear.”

      “When I told him I was related to you, he got this look in his eyes.”

      “What kind of look?”

      “Honestly?” She turned to look at her uncle. Their eyes met and held. “Fear.”

      Without pulling his gaze, he said, “I know.”

      “What’s that about?” She looked back over the water. A pod of dolphins were chasing a school of mullett, competing with greedy gulls who were following hungrily overhead.

      He continued a leisurely pace. “You’ll have to keep it between us.”

      “All right.”

      “Kyle borrowed a fair amount of money from me to move his operation to another level. Between you and me he was over-leveraged and couldn’t get the banks to relax. I thought his business was in a strong enough spot to loan him the money, but I had to do so at a fairly steep interest rate. It made things harder on him than I thought it would.”

      “So,” Ellie said, “my uncle is a loan shark.” She laughed. “‘You pay me the vig, Kyle.’ Is that how it was?”

      “Not quite. I think he was scared I would call the loan due. It was really weighing him down. After reviewing his financials I told him I could cancel the loan if we became percentage partners. With his new handicap and our combined business acumen, I think we can take this rodeo to the next town over. He’ll still maintain the lion’s percentage, but I think it will work well.”

      “You’re a good man, Warren Hall.”

      He shrugged.

      “Gloria’s right, you know. You should think about letting your hair grow. It would suit you. Maybe a hat too.” She stepped back and eyed him. “A fedora perhaps. Dad used to wear a white one in his off hours, remember? That one with the black band.”

      He smiled fondly. “I do remember that.”

      And one day, she thought, we’ll all see him wear it again. “I hope things settle down for a while,” she said aloud. “I could use a break.” Especially from people trying to kill me.

      Major wrapped a protective arm across her shoulders. “I think they will, kiddo.” He leaned over and kissed the top of her head, then looked back to the smoke billowing out in the distance. “I think they will.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Epilogue

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        One Week Later

        Somewhere in the Lesser Antilles

      

      

      The rum was good. But not as good as Kyle Armstrong’s. That stuff slid down your throat like liquid glass, warmed your insides like grandma’s homemade apple cider. He set the glass down. It hit the wooden bartop with a gentle thump.

      His bare feet punched into the sand as he walked away from the tiki hut.

      The beach was empty today. A vacant shore forming the contours of a bare and lonely paradise.

      “Hey, mister! You left your hat!”

      He turned, looked at the fedora. The white fedora with the black band. He locked his eyes on it and stared, almost longingly. He sighed, shook his head at the bartender, and jammed his hands in his pockets before continuing to walk away.

      A line from John Milton crossed his thoughts. From Paradise Lost, he was fairly certain: “Long is the way and hard, that out of Hell leads up to light.”

      He’d left the hat behind.

      And all that it represented.

      It was right, letting it go. Letting it all go.

      His way ahead now led only to the light.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Get ready for Book 5...

          

        

      

    

    
      Ellie, Major, Tyler, Fu, Gloria, and Citrus will return in Breakwater, the 5th installment in the Pine Island Coast Suspense Series. It will be a standalone and will be available in January 2019.

      

      This fall you can expect to see the first of three Ellie O’Conner/TEAM 99 prequel novellas. Each will be about 20K words / 70 pages, and will feature different missions Ellie was sent on during her time with TEAM 99 and the CIA.

      

      Also, it’s a ways off, but in the second half of 2019 expect to see the first couple installments of a spinoff series with Brian Carter/Voltaire as the lead. These will be full-length novels and each installment will have Brian in a different city/location in the world. The first book (“Voltaire”) will deal with the events surrounding Frank O’Conner, Mortimer, and Scott Reardon, as touched on in Vacant Shore.

      

      Reviews

      

      As a self-published author reviews truly help to get my books in front of other potential readers. If you enjoyed Vacant Shore, you can review it on the book’s sales page on Amazon, right HERE.

      Thanks so much.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Get Notified

          

        

      

    

    
      SIGN UP to Jack’s VIP reader group to be notified as soon as new titles are released, where subscribers have the opportunity to get new releases for just 99 cents.

      

      Follow Jack on BookBub for new release notifications.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            What to Read Next

          

        

      

    

    
      If you haven’t gotten into Don Rich’s Mid Atlantic Adventure Series, I would highly recommend you do so. You can grab them up on Amazon. Just tap the cover below to get started with the series.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          
        

      

      

      Once you’ve enjoyed those head back to Amazon and grab up J. D. Dudycha’s Gage Finley Caribbean Adventure series.

      

      Silent Ripple, an Ellie O’Conner prequel novella, is available on Amazon, and occurs before the events in Broken Stern (Book #1).

      

      By the time you’ve read all those, I should be back with Book 5 in the Pine Island Coast Series. And don’t forget to sign up to be notified for when the first TEAM 99 prequel comes out.
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