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      You’re the judge, jury, and hangman.

      Brock’s words echoed in Ellie’s mind as she sat sweating in a motel in Los Alamos, New Mexico. He was fond of saying things like that.

      The air conditioning had broken down. People were sweaty and pissed. As she’d passed through the lobby during check-in, an irate man in a tropical shirt had threatened the clerk with legal action. Getting a lawyer over broken AC seemed extreme.

      It had been two years since the mission in Miami. It was two months past her eighteenth birthday. Ellie had assumed they’d bounce right into the next mission after Miami, but her and Jenna had been sent for more training.

      After leaving the cabin, they were flown by chopper to an island off the Atlantic coast. Some of the training was similar to what took place at the school. They ran miles and miles around the island. Did endless push-ups and burpees. She got trained in more deadly ways to kill people should her powers not be sufficient.

      How to crush throats. Where to hit pressure points. Temple strikes. Chokeholds designed to kill. More knife fighting. Where to drive a knife into the body so the victim couldn’t cry out. Time on the range, getting familiar with all kinds of guns.

      They also taught her to better control her abilities. Ellie spent many hours under conditions designed to help her control her anger. Refining it so she wouldn’t unleash the inner darkness until ready.

      She’d been lounging on one of the twin beds most of the morning. Tired of just lying on the bed, she popped over to the desk and opened her laptop. After logging on securely, she viewed the confidential files Sullivan had sent her.

      This was the fifth time she’d read it over. Better to be prepared.

      Her target was Joseph Abrams. He lived in little more than a shack out in the desert. Joseph had been observed gathering bomb-making materials. He’d also written a series of angry

      letters to the local newspaper, making veiled references to a pending civil war.

      The idiot also had a podcast in which he spouted off the same type of sentiments. Calling for blood in the streets. For comrades in arms to rise up and be ready for the coming fight.

      Ellie had gotten the assignment a week ago. They’d flown her down here and she’d registered using a false identity the agency had set up for her.

      She’d mostly stayed in her room and watched movies. On the second night, she’d ventured out to a little Tex-Mex place and had the most amazing beef enchiladas. Then she’d caught a blues band playing at an outdoor festival.

      She wasn’t much for blues music, but the band had a guy who ripped it up on a cherry red guitar. She’d felt a pang of sadness while the music played; her parents would’ve loved the band.

      The question in her mind was how to get to Abrams. The intel said he came to town around once a month, usually between the first and the third. He collected a government disability check and came to town for supplies once he got the check.

      It wasn’t lost on Ellie that a guy collecting a government check had a beef with that very same government.

      Today was July first. He’d be heading to town. He frequented the Smith’s Grocery for supplies from what the intel said.

      Ellie shut down the laptop. She wore a pair of jean shorts and a tank top. Just an average teen dressed for a hot summer day. Her thoughts went to the Sig Sauer semiautomatic. In order to carry, she’d have to wear something to conceal the shoulder rig. Not desirable in this heat.

      She opened the GPS on her phone. Before she’d gotten here, the agency had done some legwork and put a tracker in the wheel well on Abrams’ truck. Now, it showed him heading towards town. Perfect.

      After watching his vehicle on the GPS, she determined he was headed for Smith’s.

      The day was too damn hot for long sleeves. The Agency left it up to her whether she wanted to carry. The instructions were to eliminate the target by not attracting attention. Make it look like an accident. The Sig was only a backup should she need it.

      Her task was a little easier than some of the other agents’ assignments. Jenna had to use some sort of weapon. She could close in on her prey like a venomous snake, striking quickly. Ellie had the luxury of taking people out from a distance and without a weapon.

      Ellie could make the guy bleed. She’d also honed her skills to do things like stop people’s hearts and even make their lungs lock up. All fun stuff she’d learned to do on the island.

      She wasn’t sure which method she’d use on Abrams.

      Ellie grabbed a pair of sunglasses and headed to the motel lot, where she hopped into the rental Toyota. She drove to Smith’s. The lot was packed already.

      The store was painted a blinding white, the Smith’s grocery sign a bright red.

      She parked in the center of the lot. A mom in a sundress pushed a cart with two small kids riding inside. One of them chanted, “Ice cream, Ice cream we’re gettin' ice cream.”

      Ellie cracked a smile. Life had been simple like that once. She wished she could go back to the days when the best thing in life was getting a treat from the grocery store. Watching the children with their mom made her miss her parents.

      Seven years’ gone.

      She rolled down the window and killed the ignition. It was ten in the morning and the temperature was already spiking over eighty degrees.

      An elderly couple strolled past, bickering about which kind of apples were best for pies. A teenage employee with his Smith’s smock balled up in his hands sauntered past, wireless earbuds in his ears.

      After sitting in the Toyota for a half hour, she spotted Abrams’ truck pull into the lot. In addition to putting a tracker on his vehicle, they’d provided plenty of surveillance photos and a vehicle description in the intel.

      He drove a late two-thousands model green Ford Ranger. The tailgate had been replaced and was a pale blue in contrast to the vehicle’s hunter green.

      Abrams parked in the row across from her.

      She watched him hop out of the vehicle. He was thin, with a chest length beard and long, chestnut hair. Despite the heat, he wore a long-sleeve button down, the sleeves rolled up to reveal his tanned, muscled forearms. He had a dreamcatcher tattoo on his left wrist.

      His lean, angular face reminded Ellie of the coyotes that dwelled in the desert. She got the sense he could be dangerous if cornered.

      She’d have to play this carefully.

      Ellie watched him grab a stray shopping cart and head into the store. She stayed behind a moment as not to tip him off, then got out and headed for the store. In the store’s vestibule, she grabbed a cart.

      She wandered through the store, tossing a few items in the cart to make her look like an authentic shopper. She was careful to choose nothing that would spoil. Grabbed some chips, cookies, and some canned soups.

      As she passed the cleaning supply aisle, she spotted Abrams. He was hunkered down in front of the bleach.

      She ventured down the aisle and stopped, pretending to peruse the bathroom cleaners.

      Abrams stood up. She felt his gaze on her.

      He said, “I swear by Lysol products.”

      He cradled a jug of bleach in his arms. Ellie hesitated for a moment then said, “I’ll keep that in mind.”

      “You from out of town?”

      “Yeah, just spending a few days here.”

      Abrams said, “Lots of tourist here. I stay the hell away from town.”

      Ellie grabbed a Lysol toilet bowl cleaner. “I’ll take your recommendation on the Lysol.”

      “Can’t go wrong with it.”

      His hair was thick and appeared freshly washed. She’d expected a matted, hairy wild man. His beard glistened with some type of oil. A pleasant, woodsy scent came off of him.

      Ellie said, “Thanks for the recommendation.”

      As if she needed a particular toilet bowl cleaner pointed out to her.

      Ellie dropped the cleaner in her cart, turned, and headed down the aisle. She could’ve taken him out here, but that would’ve required them being face-to-face. And if she caused his brain to bleed or a cardiac arrest, she’d be compelled to feign helping Abrams. That would draw too much attention.

      It was better to hit him from a distance, where she could observe unnoticed and then flee the scene.

      She wheeled her cart down the aisle, intent on watching him further.
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      Ellie circled the store a few more times, throwing some Ramen noodles and a box of cookies in her cart. She spotted Abrams a few more times but didn’t feel comfortable making her move.

      The store buzzed with activity. She dodged two elderly people, each on separate motorized scooter carts. One of them told her to watch her ass. She ignored the comment and kept moving.

      In the checkout line, the smell of rotisserie chicken cooking drifted from the store’s café. Despite already having breakfast, the delicious aroma of roasting chicken made her stomach growl.

      She paid for her items in cash. The Agency had set her up with a false identity if she’d wanted to use a credit card. Cash would do in this instance. They’d also given her a cash stipend. It was under fifty bucks. No need to flash her fake name around more than was necessary.

      She spotted Abrams three registers over. He was finishing up paying and started pushing his cart towards the entrance. He steered his cart around a mother trying to soothe a crying toddler.

      Ellie hung back, stopping to look at a display of fresh-cut flowers. She could follow him using the GPS on her phone, which was tied to the tracking device on Abrams’ truck.

      After sniffing the flowers, Ellie headed to the lot. Abrams was up ahead, loading the groceries into the truck bed. Once the groceries were loaded, he then unfurled a tarp and snapped it down, covering the bags. He gave the tarp a jiggle to make sure it was secure, then hopped in the truck.

      She watched him pull out in the two-toned Ranger, a blue jet of exhaust puffing from his tail pipe.

      Once she was in her vehicle with her groceries, she turned the GPS on. Abrams was still in town. She tracked him for a few moments and he stopped at a hardware store.

      It occurred he might be purchasing more bomb-making equipment. Or he could be getting something as innocent as roofing nails or a new socket set. She saw no need to go into the hardware store. Like the grocery store, it didn’t present a good opportunity to hit a target.

      That didn’t mean she couldn’t park nearby and wait.

      She proceeded to the road where the hardware store was located and parked behind a blue minivan. The spot was close enough to watch the store, but far enough to keep out of sight.

      Out front, the store had set up a blue-and-white striped tent with lawn mowers beneath. A large signed proclaimed: Mid Summer Sale – Huge Bargains.

      Ellie spotted Abrams’ truck in the parking lot. After observing for a few moments, she spotted him leaving the store. He had a brown grocery bag cradled in his arms. He put it in the bed with his groceries, hopped in the truck, and pulled out of the lot.

      Ellie tracked him for a moment. This time, he was heading out of town. Going back to his place.

      This could be her chance to strike.
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      She trailed the Ranger out of town, along a road in the desert. Around her was the vast expanse of brown plains, dotted by foothills covered in mesquite and cacti. The idea of the desert scared her; being lost in the middle of nowhere with scorching heat beating on you seemed like a nightmare.

      Ellie would take crowded city streets or familiar suburbs where kids skateboarded until dusk over the desert any day. She supposed it was the perfect place for Abrams to do his thing. His covert plans required secrecy, although he’d failed at keeping things quiet, mainly due to his ego and need to broadcast his manifestos.

      She watched him pull into a combination gas station/mini mart. After slowing down, she eased into the lot, careful to park on the opposite side of the market. A shiny muscle car pulled up next to her. Its engine rumbled, seeming to shake the whole car, before the owner killed the ignition. A man in a pink polo shirt and plaid shorts hopped out of the car and headed for the store.

      She waited a few moments, watching the GPS display, as Abrams’ vehicle was out of sight. He appeared on the display, leaving the parking lot on the opposite side of the structure.

      Ellie pulled from her spot and followed three car lengths behind.

      They were the only two cars on the road. Mountains loomed in the distance. Abrams’ place was up in the hills. She didn’t want to follow him over winding roads in the mountains. He would gain an advantage if he realized she was following, being familiar with the roads. Plus, leaving his home after killing him would be risky.

      This would be the best place to take him out.

      She accelerated, pushing the Toyota alongside him. She eased up on the gas until their vehicles ran parallel to each other. Something knocked steadily in the Ranger’s engine.

      Abrams glanced over at her. Recognition dawned on his face. Ellie fixed her gaze on him. She imagined the beating heart in his chest. The blood flowing through his arteries. Could almost hear the dub-dub of his heart beating over the engines.

      She pictured the heart seizing like an engine devoid of oil. Abrams’ truck rolled along for a bit more. He clutched his

      chest. He slumped over the wheel. Ellie slammed on the brakes while Abrams’ car veered right, off into the hardscrabble. Dust flew up around the Ranger. Its chassis rocked as it rumbled along.

      She watched it hit a large rock and flip over with a massive thud. After easing her car onto the shoulder, she checked the mirrors for traffic. No one coming. That didn’t mean someone wouldn’t be along soon.

      From her vantage point, she saw Abrams hanging out the driver’s side window. She had to make sure the job had been finished.

      Ellie threw the car in reverse and backed along the shoulder until she reached the accident site. She hopped out of the car, realizing canned goods and boxes were scattered in the dirt. The tarp had ripped open and Abrams’ groceries were now one with the desert.

      She knelt by him. Blood streaked his face. His chest didn’t rise and fall. Eyes open, he stared at her. Reminded her of a stuffed animal’s eyes. His arm hung limp, badly broken with a sharp piece of bone jutting through the skin.

      He was definitely dead. That had been risky, and she’d caught a break when his Ranger veered right instead of in front of Ellie’s Toyota.

      Now to continue with the grim process. She took out her agency-issued cell phone and snapped pictures of his bloodied face from multiple angles. Proof of death for Sullivan and her people. She smelled gasoline and figured it wise not to hang around the vehicle.

      She hurried back to the car, hopped in, and sped off.

      In the mirror, she saw dark smoke curl up from the Ranger.

      Someone would be along to find Abrams. She didn’t intend to be here when they arrived.

      

      Ellie drove back to the motel, keeping her speed just below the limit. Getting pulled over could be disastrous. She pulled into the motel lot. From her parking spot, she could see the pool, surrounded by a chain-link fence. A young boy and girl ran in circles around the pool, bright water wings on their arms. Near them, an elderly man shuffled past with an inflatable pool donut under his arm.

      A dip in the pool would feel nice. Sweat dampened her clothes, and her tank top felt plastered to her back. A swim wouldn’t be in her future. She needed to take care of business in her room.

      After grabbing the groceries from the back seat, she entered her room. She went to turn on the air before remembering it was broken. She set the grocery bag on a table and took a seat on the bed.

      She took out her phone and dialed the number she’d been given. Hunter would be waiting for her call.

      “Hunter.”

      “It’s done.”

      “You got pictures?”

      “I did. I’ll send them shortly.”

      “Confirmed?”

      “It’s taken care of, Hunter,” Ellie said.

      “Good. He’s a big one off the list. He was becoming problematic for some people. Lay low for a few days before you return the car. I’ll contact you with details on what’s next.”

      “Can I go grab a bite?”

      A pause on the other end. “Yeah, but pick it up and take it back to your room. No one saw you?”

      “It happened on the road. We were the only two cars around.”

      “That should be fine,” Hunter said. “Sounds like you did good.”

      “I did.”

      They ended the call and she pocketed the phone. The heat was on her like water on a whale’s back. The rest of her clothes started sticking to her skin. She decided a shower was in order, then she’d grab a bite to eat.

      Maybe a meal would settle her stomach. Nausea was her companion after this mission. She’d see Abrams’ face in her mind for a long time, perhaps even dream about it. Being selected for this duty came with a heavy cost. She still had nightmares about the men she’d hurt during the Grind training. In the nightmares, she’d seen their bones pop through skin and heard the warbling screams of pain.

      A good meal might help take her mind off things.

      The Tex-Mex place with the good enchiladas wasn’t far from the motel. They’d had a sign in the window advertising the best tacos in the Southwest. Maybe she’d get a few chicken tacos to go.

      After heading into the bathroom, she stripped down and turned on the shower. She let it get steaming hot, then dialed back the temp, figuring she didn’t need nuclear hot levels of water. She tested the water with her hand and found it luke-warm.

      Hopefully that would cool her off.
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      After showering and toweling off, she picked out a pair of white jean shorts, a plain blue t-shirt, and sneakers. The shirts were devoid of any logos or graphics, as to help her blend in. At least that’s what Hunter had said.

      While she got dressed, she thought of Jenna. They’d become best friends since meeting at the school. She hadn’t seen Jenna as much since they’d been sent into the field, but hoped they’d work together soon. Jenna was off on a mission of her own. The Agency didn’t disclose missions and they weren’t supposed to discuss their work with other agents, under threat of severe penalty.

      The island where they’d trained had a few ominous looking structures along with the barracks, chow hall, and miscellaneous buildings.

      The ominous, aging structures had bars over the few windows that had been built into the drab concrete. She’d spent enough time in punishment at the school, with no desire to experience electric shocks or claustrophobic prison cells.

      Once dressed, she tied her hair back to keep cool.

      Her thoughts wandered to the Sig Sauer locked in the safe. No one had trailed her. For all anyone knew, she was just a young woman on vacation, going out to sample some Tex-Mex cuisine.

      She considered throwing on the shoulder rig and wearing something to conceal it. If questioned, she had the necessary concealed carry license in her fake identity.

      Ellie opted to leave the weapon in the safe.

      After grabbing her keys, she headed out to the lot, looking forward to lunch. As she approached the Toyota, she noticed a pick-up truck with tinted windows on the far side of the lot. When she glanced at it, the truck pulled out and sped into traffic.

      What was that all about? Was Hunter keeping tabs on her?

      She dismissed the truck and climbed into the Toyota.

      Ellie pulled into the restaurant lot and parked near the front door. The building had a stone front and an oversized, concrete sombrero on the roof. An American flag hung limp on a small pole in the lot. She stepped inside and weaved through the tables. Up front was a counter, and off to the left was a soda dispensing machine.

      She scanned the menu above the counter. A clerk in a red apron said, “Help you?”

      “I’ll have three chicken tacos. Extra guacamole. And a large drink. To go, please.”

      The clerk set a paper cup on the counter. “Give us about ten minutes.”

      She paid in cash and took her receipt, which had her order number on it. Then she filled her cup to the brim with root beer, no ice. They screwed you with the ice, plus it watered the drink down.

      Ellie took a seat with a vantage point of the parking lot. Sizzling noises filled the restaurant, and with it came the aroma of cumin. Her mom had made good tacos, using a homemade spice blend heavy with cumin. It made her long for home and a childhood long past.

      When her order was called, she headed to the counter and took the bag from the clerk. As she headed outside, she spotted the black pick-up truck parked in the corner of the lot. She eased her way to the car, keeping an eye on the truck. The tinted windows made it hard to see the occupants.

      Once in the car, she checked the rearview mirror. The truck remained in the lot. As she pulled out, it remained parked. Even though it didn’t follow, she couldn’t dismiss the truck’s presence as mere paranoia.

      But who the hell would be following her? Did Abrams have friends who knew what she’d done?

      As she headed back to the motel, she called Hunter.

      “I thought I said I’d call you,” Hunter said.

      “I have a potential problem.”

      

      The truck had followed Ellie. It hung a few cars behind, but it was definitely on her tail. She still had Hunter on the phone. It was propped on her thigh, the speakerphone engaged.

      “Where’s the truck now?” Hunter said.

      “It’s a few cars back.”

      Hunter grunted. “Not sure what the hell that’s about.”

      “I thought maybe it was your men following.”

      “I don’t have anyone in the area right now,” Hunter said. “Let me call Sullivan and I’ll get right back.”

      She ended the call with him as she came to a stop light. She was in town, right near a public library. Plenty of people filled the sidewalks, meaning there’d be witnesses. Despite that fact, she wished she’d brought the Sig Sauer. Too late now.

      The light turned green and she drove through two more intersections before Hunter called back. She put him on the speaker again.

      “What’d you find out?” she said.

      “Sullivan had no idea either. We have no one following  you.”

      “Advice?”

      “Get back to the motel. You’ve got the gun?”

      “Of course.”

      “Lock yourself in and sit tight. I’ll see who I can send to help you. Might be a few hours.”

      Ellie said, “And if someone after me?”

      “You’ll need to engage them. Just can’t figure out who the hell would be after you. Good luck Ellie. Sit tight.”

      The hotel was a few blocks away, and a glance in the mirror showed the truck still following. She kept going, passing a coffee shop, a small art gallery, and a bookshop.

      Ellie pulled into the motel lot. No one was at the pool. The poolside chairs were empty and a bright blue raft bobbed in the water. She’d hoped people would be outside and that it would deter her pursuer.

      She parked the Toyota near the room door, which faced outward into the lot. Ellie steadied her breathing and glanced toward the lot’s driveway. The black truck hadn’t followed her into the lot. She grabbed the bag of tacos off the seat. Despite the circumstances, she couldn’t leave a good taco behind.

      She flung the car door open, shut it, and scurried to the room door. She pulled her key card and waved it in front of the sensor. The lock clicked open and she entered the room, immediately shutting the door behind her.

      Ellie engaged the deadbolt, then peered through the fisheye lens. Her car and a few others were the only ones in the lot. No sign of the pick-up truck yet.

      After setting the bag of tacos on the table, she punched in a code for the safe and removed the semiautomatic. She had two spare magazines with it, as well. It felt nice and solid in her hand; she’d fired one like it in training many times and could put together a solid grouping on the target.

      She set the semiautomatic on the table, then sat down. She opened the bag and pulled out the tacos, which were wrapped in wax paper. After unwrapping them, she realized she’d left her drink in the Toyota.

      Dammit.

      She was looking forward to the root beer almost as much as the tacos.

      Ellie checked the doorway peephole. A blue minivan had pulled up next to her Toyota. At least someone was around, should the truck show up. She lingered at the door for another moment. A thirty-something guy in khaki cargo shorts and a tank top got out of the minivan.

      Deciding it was relatively safe, she slipped out the door. The guy in the khakis noticed her and gave her and said, “Hey.” She ignored him, heading for the Toyota.

      “Real friendly. Nice,” he muttered.

      Why did some guys think you owed it to them to be friendly? Ignoring the jackass, she grabbed her root beer out of the car and headed inside, where she locked the deadbolt again. She took a sip of her root beer. It was cool and sweet. It would go well with her tacos. Not exactly gourmet food, but it was good enough for her.

      At the table, she dug into the tacos. They didn’t disappoint. The cumin, cilantro, and hot peppers filled her mouth with just enough heat to produce a nice burn. She finished the tacos in a few minutes and tossed the garbage in the can.

      She’d had the curtains closed, obscuring the window that looked onto the lot. With the Sig Sauer in hand, she peeked through the windows.

      The truck was back. Parked three spots down from her Toyota. She kept an eye on it for a few moments. No one hopped out. They had to be watching her.

      It was going to make for a long afternoon.
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      She passed the time by watching a few Adam Sandler movies back-to-back. Ellie had seen them many times, but they provided a mindless distraction. Dad had hated Sandler’s movies, but Ellie and her mom had loved them, cracking up at the ridiculousness of the films. Dad would usually roll his eyes and leave the room.

      Every so often, she got up to check outside, finding the truck parked each time. When she sat on the bed to resume watching Happy Gilmore, the cell rang.

      Hunter’s number came up. She answered.

      “They still around?” he said.

      “The truck’s parked a few spots from my room.”

      “Have you seen anyone come or go?”

      “No,” Ellie said. “Been checking every few minutes.”

      “I have someone coming to get you. They won’t be there until around nine tonight. Can you handle things?”

      Her heart danced in her chest. She felt like a caged rat in this room. “I’ll handle things until they get here.”

      “The agent’s name is Teri Kwan. She’s one of our top people in the Southwest. I told her to call when she pulls in. Have your shit packed and ready,” Hunter said.

      “The sooner, the better. Tell her to hurry.”

      After the call ended, she began gathering her clothes and stuffing things in the suitcase.  She was grateful to have something to do, even if it was something as mundane as packing clothes. Even more grateful that someone was coming to get her.

      As she finished packing her clothes and zipping the suitcase, she resumed watching Happy Gilmore. When the movie was finished, she turned on some local news. The top story involved state police finding a badly burned body in a Ford Ranger pickup. On the screen, the camera showed the blackened truck overturned. An ambulance crew and police officers milled around it. Then a tow truck rolled into the frame.

      She knew the story: the truck had run off the road. The curling smoke she’d seen while fleeing must’ve been the start of a vehicle fire. Gruesome as a charred corpse was, it probably helped Ellie’s cause by destroying evidence. Not that she’d laid a hand on Joseph Abrams. There’d be nothing to connect Ellie to the crime.

      Police weren’t releasing a name pending a positive ID of the body and notification to the victim’s family.

      There’d been no mention of a Toyota in the area, or of any witnesses. It looked like she’d done a clean job. The stretch of road was devoid of light poles or anything that could’ve served as a traffic camera mount.

      She flipped off the television. Exhaustion settled into her muscles. The mission hadn’t been physically taxing, but the day’s events had hit her hard. She decided to lie down, but before doing so, jammed a chair under the doorknob.

      She turned the lights off and made sure the curtains wouldn’t allow anyone to peek inside.

      Ellie set the semiautomatic on the nightstand.

      She lay on her side, facing the window, and began to drift off.

      
      She awoke to see a shadow creeping across the window. A glance at the alarm clock told her it was eight-thirty. Damn, she’d been out for a while. Ellie eased out of bed and grabbed the semiautomatic. She peered at the window.

      Someone’s shape was outlined by the parking lot’s security lights. Just standing there. Had they been able to see her sleeping? The thought of someone watching her sleep skeeved her out.

      Ellie eased off the bed, careful not to make the springs or frame squeak.

      She crept near the door, out of sight from the window. The shadow lingered. Ellie’s heart whammed in her chest. She reminded herself to stay calm. It could be something as simple as a guy out for a stroll or having a cigarette.

      After a moment, when the doorknob turned, the idea of a casual pedestrian faded. She backed away from the door and took a shooter’s stance.

      “Whoever’s out there, I’m armed!”

      The knob continued to jiggle. Could they break through the door without a key card? She supposed anything was possible.

      The possibility of having to shoot someone in her room hadn’t occurred to her. She was glad for the weapon.

      She heard a car engine, and then headlights flashed across the window. Outside, footsteps slapped the pavement, and she got a glimpse of the intruder’s shadow as they passed the window.

      Ellie guessed someone had pulled in and scared the creeper away.

      She flinched when a knock came at the door. Ellie remained wary. Someone could be trying to trick her. After padding across to the door, she checked the peephole. An Asian woman dressed in jeans and a blazer stood outside the door. She turned and scanned the lot, one hand inside her blazer.

      “Ellie, it’s Agent Kwan. Hunter sent me,” she said through the door.

      “Hold your ID up to the peephole.”

      “We don’t have time for this.”

      “Do it or I’m not coming out.”

      A look of frustration crossed Kwan’s face. She reached in her blazer and took out a leather ID case. Flipped it open and held it up for Ellie to see.

      It looked legit. Teresa Kwan, Special Agent, DHS.

      Ellie unlocked the door and opened it to find Agent Kwan returning the ID to her blazer. She poked her head out the door and saw no sign of the pickup truck. “Someone was trying to get in my room.”

      “I saw them. They got in a black Dodge Ram and took off,” Kwan said.

      “You didn’t chase them?”

      “Not the time or place. There are things at work. We have to get you out of here. Got your bag?”

      “What about the rental car?”

      Kwan turned and scanned the lot. “Someone will take care of it.”
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