Chapter eighteen: Control

Robert Danforth sat down at his desk, adjusted his tail to one side and placed his access card into the slot on his keyboard. A few keystrokes later and the Fox was opening the notes for his first briefing. Reaching over to his mug, he took a sip of coffee and was delightfully surprised to taste a rather bold flavor with subtle undercurrents and accents within the aroma that, though he could not readily identify he found himself enjoying none the less. This was amazing coffee. A real departure from what he was used to in the office. Someone had gone to a lot of trouble to bring this in and make it for them. He made a mental note to find out who later and properly thank them. This was a good start for the morning. 

His enjoyment was interrupted by a knock at his office door. Looking up, he saw the petite frame of the young Calico recently brought on board as his new information analyst. Dressed in formal business attire, conservative framed glasses and her hair up, she was the very appearance of professionalism. He motioned her to enter and watched as she approached with a small stack of folders and an envelope in her paws. Her service jacket was full of citations and awards for her dedication and skill. She’d more than earned her place on the team twice over. Robert knew this; he’d been the one to ask for her to be transferred to his unit by name in fact. However, at this moment, he was simply appreciating the fact that she was young and very easy on the eyes. “Morning Denise.” He greeted. “Have you tried the coffee yet? It’s unbelievable.”

“I’m already on my second cup sir. It’s a Honduran blend with a little Chilean highlands blended in for balance and richness.” She told him. 

“And who do I have to thank for such a fine start to my day?” He replied with a smile wide across his muzzle.
“Annette in finance brought it in.” She held three of the folders out for him. “A couple of after action reports for your review followed by the new budgeting addendum.” She waited patiently as Mr. Danforth glanced over the reports and signed acknowledgement that he had received them before handing him the last folder and the envelope that accompanied it. “And last but not least, a domestic SITREP. It came in off the wire this morning and was marked for your immediate attention.” Robert looked at her with a raised eyebrow as he took it and began scanning the sheets of data it contained. Slowly the smile slid from his vulpine lips as his expression turned far more serious. Opening the envelope that accompanied the folder, he took out a somewhat substantial analysis report and began flipping through the pages. He studied the information in greater detail for a moment or two more before setting it down next to his coffee mug.
“How old is this information?” he asked. Denise adjusted her glasses along the ridge of her nose.

“Hot off the presses sir. The attached report shouldn’t be reaching the ATF’s hands for at least another hour or so.”
Robert nodded and returned the papers to the folder. “Good thing we got a hold of this first then.” He placed the folder inside his briefcase along with the report and looked back at Denise. “I have a briefing in about and hour with the house sub-committee, after that, a meeting with the joint chiefs. When I get back at 1400 this afternoon, I want to know everything there is to know on this situation. I want the names of all players involved, where they stand and what they know as well as when they first knew it. I also need to know how much of this has gotten out to the public and how much is being kept under wraps and why.”
“Yes sir.” Denise acknowledged as she jotted a few things down on a small notepad she carried in her breast pocket. 

“And get a hold of our field agent out there as fast as possible. Tell them to gather everything they can real time while maintaining the lowest possible profile. Methods are at their discretion.” Robert looked at her in a tone that unnerved her very much. “This is to remain inside the team at all costs. No one outside this unit is to know anything and nothing goes up the chain unless I say so first. Understand? From here on out, this is a black flag.” The Calico nodded and turned to leave. “Oh, and Denise,” Robert added as she reached the door. “Welcome to the team. I’m counting on you to deliver.”

“I won’t let you down sir. You can count on me.” With that, Denise headed back up the hall to start gathering what she could as fast as she could. Mr. Danforth’s request wasn’t impossible but time was definitely a factor if she was to have it all by two o’clock.

“Knock, knock.” Carol Anne said with a smile as she tapped on the doorframe of Candice’s room. The mouse, sitting quietly in a chair near the window, turned quickly to look at the Spaniel as she entered the room with a cloth grocery bag. “Guess what I have for my best friend in the whole world?”
Candice tried not to be upset with Carol Anne. She knew her friend was trying her best to help but her perkiness was a bit much at the moment. With a sigh, she cleared her throat a little and tried her best to sound somewhat upbeat or at the very least, a little less empty. “What in the world?” She hoped that hadn’t sounded near as defeated and hollow as it did to her. Why wouldn’t they all just leave her the hell alone? She watched as Carol set the bag down on the foot of the bed and reached inside.

“Just what the doctor ordered.” She said with a wide grin. She pulled something out and handed it to Candice practically singing. “Underwear.” 

Sure enough, folded up in her paw was a pair of her light blue, soft, cotton panties. She looked at the pattern on the front. It was faded and worn but familiar and welcoming at the same time. After everything she’d had to endure over the past couple of days, the little bundle of cloth that she held in her now clenched fist was absolutely the most wonderful gift in the world. It was dignity; it was modesty, but more than anything else it was normalcy. She looked back at her friend, tears beginning to well in her eyes as Carol continued to pull garments from the bag. “I talked to the sheriff and got permission to go in your trailer and get some things for you.” She turned back to the bed. “So I snagged you a really cute bra that sort of matches the panties as well as your Saturday afternoon, lounging around jeans and,” She added with a flourish as she turned and held up a t-shirt. “Your favorite Stevie Ray Vaughan concert tee.” Candice watched her friends tail wag in time with the sing-song tone in her voice. She opened her mouth to reply but closed it after a second. She tried a couple of more times but ended up looking like a fish pulled from the water as emotions began overwhelming her at an all together frightening speed. It was simply too much for her to handle at the moment.

Carol Anne looked at her best friend in the whole world as she opened her mouth several times. With each attempt at talking, her eyebrows arched up a little more, her eyes began to take on a more hysteric look mixed with an intense sadness. Slowly, Candice raised her paws. Carol could see them shaking as she did so. The higher she raised them from the arm rests, the worse it was becoming. “Candi? What’s,” she started but stopped when she saw the tears beginning to fall from her eyes. Setting the shirt down, she walked closer to her, bent down and gently placed a tentative paw on to her shoulder. In an instant, Candice threw her arms around Carol and was holding onto her with a death grip. Hard, wracking sobs ripped from her throat as she buried her face in Carol’s shoulder as she lost what little control she’d managed to gain over herself. 

Carol tenderly wrapped Candice in a warm embrace, just as she had the last time. She whispered soothing words to her and stroked the back of her head gently as she rocked back and forth ever so slightly. It was the same as she’d done before but somehow, it seemed different. There was something more intense about it all this time. Candice had cried this hard the last time her ex-husband had attacked her but, she hadn’t held on to Carol with near the force that she did now. The distraught mouse was clinging to her with fists clenched past the point where her knuckles had whitened beneath her fur and hugging with enough force that Carol was having difficulty breathing. “It’s okay Candi, big sis’s got you, alright? Big sis’ll make it all better. I promise.” Candice shook her head.
“You c-can’t Anne.” Candice managed to choke out. “There ain’t anything you can do. Nothing nobody can do now.” She managed to stutter out before dissolving back into hard, racking sobs. All Carol Anne could do was hold onto her friend as she wailed into her shoulder and clung to her for dear life.

Special agent Peabody stared at the white paper bag in his paws and reminded himself of one of the reasons that he liked working this region, the food. Pulling out a couple of Styrofoam containers and a fist sized foil wrapped object, He placed his iced tea next to the bag and began opening each item. With a quick blessing, Marcus dug into his mashed potatoes and glanced at his notebook. 
The ballistics report had come back from the FBI’s lab just before he’d left to go get lunch. Considering his past dealings with the bureau, the speed at which it had arrived was a personal best for the lab furs. A preliminary glance told him it didn’t contain near as many answers as he’d hoped though, but at least they were able to narrow down the caliber. The bad part was that the round was apparently a 7.62 X 51 which was about the single most common round used for hunting. At least they had determined that the rounds disintegration had, in fact been by design and not merely bad luck on the investigations part. The remains revealed engineered weak points that caused the jacket to fully fragment. This not only had made it far more damaging internally but made identification of the round extremely difficult as well as rendered matching it to a specific rifle almost completely impossible. Marcus knew that such a specialty bullet was not something readily available even in a gun store or hunting retailer. Either it was from a military armory or it was custom manufactured.
Placing a fork full of greens in his mouth, he unwrapped the foil from around his barbeque chicken sandwich and tried his best to put to rest at least some of the questions that were nagging him about this case. The only one he could answer with any kind of certainty was that Earl Jennings had died at the paws of someone who was trained in how to kill someone in very precise, almost untraceable ways. Now if he could just figure exactly out who in the hell had hired the hitman in question. 
The little girl’s grandfather was a possible suspect in this regard. He was an elder Rabbi held in high regards within the Jewish communities in both New York and New Jersey so it stood to reason that he would be known in or have connections to a number of circles, some of whom would have little trouble in finding a “cleaner” to help deal with Jennings. His problem with this, he thought as he took a drink from his tea, was that the Rabbi had been at the police station almost the entire time and had been, as described by both the Johnson County Sheriff and several officers, beside himself with worry to the point of almost being in shock. The only way he could have made such a call would have been prior to the police’s initial arrival on the scene of the girl’s abduction. He dismissed this line of thought after a moment. There were simply too many holes in it to be a remotely viable scenario.
That left the foster parent of the little girl, the Johnson County Sheriff, a couple of the Alberville police and the owner of the bar that the second kidnap victim, Candice Fields worked at. Marcus scraped his spoon along the edges of the Styrofoam container that had held his potatoes and placed it with the empty “greens” container. He knew that Darrell Mercer had been in office at the time of Earl’s first arrest for domestic assault and that the Doberman made no secret of vowing to make sure that the Sheppard served his full sentence. He’d even gone as far as personally driving Ms. Fields to Jenning’s first parole hearing. It was their testimony combined that had lead to Earl’s first denial. ~ Plenty of motive, but little in the way of opportunity. ~ He thought as he dug into his sandwich once more. 

He’d talk to Sheriff Tindle about looking into the officers within his department shortly. The foster parent would have to wait until he knew more about the fur. The Marine Corp was being reluctant in expediting a copy of the ferret’s personnel file so far and he wanted to know as much as he could about Mr. Pulaski before he spoke with him. So far, all he’d been able to gather from others was that he was the local gunsmith/ expert and that he’d served in the Marines for a number of years. ~Definitely the capability and the motive. ~ 

Taking one last bite, he finished off his sandwich and tossed the foil and the containers into the waist basket before taking another swallow of his tea. ~Looks like the bar owner is first up on the agenda today. ~ He thought to himself before grabbing his notepad and the cup with his tea. He waved at Sheriff Tindle as they passed each other at the office’s front door.
“Get the envelope O’Grady left on your desk?” Rick asked.
“Yep.” Agent Peabody replied. “Now to start narrowing down my list of suspects.”

“You still think someone had Jennings killed?” Rick asked incredulously. Personally he was certain it had been a poacher who’d saw what was going on and shot Earl to save Molly. They hadn’t stayed around or come forth out of fear, both for having just shot a fur in cold blood and for getting busted running around the woods with a rifle out of season for no legitimate reason.
“I’m all but a hundred percent sure of it now.” The Jack Russell replied as he stepped through the door and out onto the sidewalk.

Robert Danforth sat at the head of the large table that dominated the conference room. To either side of him sat several furs. Each one was an expert in their respective fields, outfitted with skill sets that made them each a unique and versatile member. The fox had paw-picked each one of them to be in this unit. They were the best operatives he’d ever had.

To his left sat Denise, his newest acquisition. She was quietly looking over her notes and comparing some of them to a report laid out in front of her. For her first real assignment, she’d more than lived up to her reassurances. Set before each fur at the table was a small stack of folders. Robert had already skimmed over the ones she’d placed in front of him and had to admit, he was impressed. The reports that each folder held were robust with information on everything he’d asked for with graphs and charts added where necessary for ease of dissemination. She’d been very thorough, just as he’d asked. She was definitely fitting right in. With a sigh, he leaned forwards and cleared his throat. “Ladies and gentlefurs, I know you all are wondering why I called you all in here. A situation was brought to me this morning and it needs our attention. I’d prefer that it goes no further than just monitoring but, I want you all briefed and up to speed just in case we have to actively become involved.”
“Looks to be something substantial judging by the library stacked in front of me.” Noted the very well groomed and tailored Badger further down the table. Robert looked in his direction.
“You could say that James. Something from our unit’s past is dangerously close to being brought to light. I want to make sure it doesn’t.” He turned slightly. “Denise, would you please bring us up to date on the situation?”

“Yes Sir Mr. Danforth.” The Calico replied. Pressing a button on the small remote she held in her paw, she pointed to the screen that took up most of the far wall. “The first folder in front of you all is the dossier of our primary subject. Brian Francis Pulaski.” A picture of Frank in his dress uniform popped up on the screen. “Full blooded member of the BlackFoot nation, mid forties, retired United States Marine Gunnery Sergeant, twenty two years, four months active service. His primary M.O.S. was reconnaissance infantryman with his secondary being Scout Sniper. He joined up just prior to the first Gulf war. His career as you can see, has been…quite distinguished.” 
“That’s an understatement.” James replied. “Desert shield and storm, Somalia, Kosovo, Iraq, Afghanistan, he’s been in just about every major theatre for the last two decades at one point or another.” he paused as he flipped to the next page and whistled. “Robert, are these numbers anywhere’s near accurate?” The Fox nodded.

“They’re spot on James, no embellishments. One hundred and eighty seven confirmed kills, one hundred and twenty unconfirmed but known and at least twice as many suspected and probable that aren’t listed. He’s one of the top three snipers the Corp ever produced through their program.”
“Two purple hearts, a Bronze lifesaving medal, a silver star, multiple presidential citations as well as commendations from the Marine brass. Holy shit this guys like a war hero three times over.” This was from an orange Tabby sitting to Robert’s left. He was dressed more business casual than the rest and had his hair pulled back into a decent length pony tail.

“Was Simon, he was.” Replied a Panther from further down the same side of the table as the Tabby. She was dressed in a tailored suit skirt that complemented her jet black fur nicely. Despite this though. Her air wasn’t one of corporate professionalism but rather one of tightly controlled malevolence. Her stare was predatory, her movements fluid yet measured, as if under a great deal of control. “It says he finished his career with a tour as an instructor over at Quantico and then he just falls off the radar. There’s nothing on him in the private sector or with any of the usual freelancer groups.”
“Oh he stayed busy Natasha. Just not in his old line of work.” Denise said as she continued with her briefing. “Once out, Mr. Pulaski returned to Eastern Tennessee and became a licensed gun smith. He’s kept a relatively low profile since then living on his family’s farm just outside the township of Middleton.” She flipped the page on her notebook and clicked the remote again. 
“Our second subject is one Richard Earl Jennings. German Shepard, mid thirties, former Army Ranger. His career, as you can see, was fairly nondescript and average. He did six years before getting out and taking a job with a local lumber mill but, was fired after he was arrested on domestic violence charges.” Another click and Candice’s driver’s license photo appeared on the screen. “Candice Rene Fields, Mouse, mid forties, and Jennings’ ex-wife. She’s currently working as a bartender in a local bar known as “Buck’s waterin’ hole.” She clicked the remote and brought up several pictures of Candice at the hospital after she’d been patched up. “Jennings was sentenced to ten to fifteen years depending on his attitude and willingness to go into counseling after he assaulted his wife. Fields was hospitalized for two weeks with the left side of her jaw broken in three places, a moderate concussion, multiple lacerations and deep tissue bruising as well as some organ bruising to her liver, right lung and intestines. Thanks to testimony from Ms. Fields and local law enforcement, he was denied parole his first time up but was granted release on his second review early last month due to what the prison counselor documented as ‘A notably remorseful and rehabilitated state of mind.’ Folder three in front of you has all the relevant data regarding Ms. Fields and the domestic violence charges as well as court transcripts.”

“Still,” Natasha countered. “Ferret’s a bit old to be recruited. Why bother on the Shepard. Wouldn’t mind sitting down with him though,” she smiled, showing her sharp white teeth. “Just so we could discuss chivalry.” 

“Well if we are hiring you can count my vote now Robert.” A Fennec fox near James stated in a warm, Middle Eastern accent. “Pulaski might not be up for a lot of field work but talent on his level can still be used. Even if he just teaches it’d be worth bringing him on board.” 


“We’re not scouting Sanji, we’re paying back a debt.” Robert replied. “Though he is part of the reason I called you all in here.” He motioned to Denise and she continued. 

“Approximately forty eight hours ago, Mr. Jennings slipped into his former wife’s home and kidnapped her. He had been keeping her under surveillance since shortly after his release. Police discovered her abduction less than twenty four hours later.”  She switched slides once more and crime scene photos of Candice’s trailer popped up. “Shortly before twelve hundred hours yesterday, Mr. Jennings struck a second time kidnapping a young girl that Ms. Fields had been associating with.” The crime scene photos were replaced by a picture of Molly from school.

“Molly Elizabeth Blume, Age 7, mixed lineage of Arctic hare on her paternal side and Polish Smoke pearl hare on her maternal. She was orphaned back in January when her parents died from carbon monoxide poisoning due to a faulty kerosene heater. She was found by Mr. Pulaski and placed in foster care with him due to her familiarity with him as her rescuer. If you open folder four you’ll find all relevant information on the Blume incident as well as current case worker files and police reports.” Denise called up the next slide. “As if that alone wasn’t enough to acquire Mr. Pulaski’s attention, it seems that Ms. Fields was our Marine’s sweetheart back in high school and they had recently begun rekindling those flames.”  Simon chuckled as he glanced through the notes in the folder.

“Add in the fact that the local sheriff just happens to be Pulaski’s step brother and was in office when Jennings was arrested the first time… this just becomes a regular comedy of errors. You’d think a ranger would have reconned things a bit more thoroughly.” He sighed. “I’m almost afraid to ask how bad this train wreck of a redneck soap opera has become.” Denise smiled and clicked the little remote in her paw. Simon shifted in his seat and averted his face with a loud “WOAH!” as an image of Earl lying on the Blume’s drive in a pool of blood and brain matter appeared on the screen. She knew that Simon, unlike everyone else at the table had never done field work but rather supported operations via his computer and networking expertise. She knew he’d be the only one to balk. She’d been right. 


“As you can see,” She continued. “Someone managed to track him down. The interesting part is, as far as we can ascertain, Mr. Pulaski only had access to what information was available at the police station after Molly’s abduction. The copies our field operative has gathered from the Middleton Precinct show that it alone was insufficient to accurately determine the kidnapper’s location.”

“And yet, despite having a very tight alibi, he’s the only person of interest with the ability to have taken Mr. Jennings out.” Robert interjected. “He would have had to utilize what he had seen while at the police for less than an hour and a half and deduced a great deal more from nothing more than his own speculations and analysis. He then would have had to trek over twelve miles through the Appalachian, set up a nest which the police have yet to locate and as you can see, neutralize his target with zero collateral damage and no traceable evidence. All while maintaining a virgin tight alibi as to his whereabouts.”

“And you believe he did this?” Simon asked incredulously.

“I’m certain of it. Everything about this down to the setup and the shot has his pawwriting on it.” Robert replied smiling appreciatively at the image on the screen.

“What about Ballistics?” Asked Natasha. 

“Strangely enough it seems that the ‘unknown sniper’,” Robert paused to make air quotes with his fingers. “, used a bullet whose jacket was specially manufactured to fragment on impact to the point of being virtually untraceable. It was a miracle on the FBI’s part that their forensic team was even able to place the caliber correctly.” Natasha nodded. She knew the rounds in question quite well.
“Our in field operative’s best guess only places the shot at somewhere around seventy meters from the target so this was fairly close quarters as far as sniping goes.” Denise added. “As you can see, the round penetrated just below the right eye socket near the base of Jennings muzzle. This trajectory sent the round directly through the lower brainstem.” She clicked the remote one last time and the screen went dark as she turned to Robert. “As the current situation stands, Mr. Pulaski is listed as a person of interest although he has an incredibly solid alibi. The ATF agent assigned to the case is continuing to keep an eye on him due to his expertise as a gunsmith as well as three others but there is no intent to make any arrests at this time due to lack of any substantial incriminating evidence.” Robert nodded and opened his brief case.
“I’m sure that ‘lack’ is driving Mr. ATF crazy, too.” He said as he pulled out a small, encrypted thumb drive. “But I’m afraid as important as solving this case is to him, it is far more important to us that Mr. Pulaski continues to enjoy his quiet retirement in obscurity.” He slipped the drive into the side of the computer and typed in his access code. “What I’m about to show you people is only part of some operations that are classified at the highest levels. I know it’s not going to answer all of your questions but it is the extent of what can be said at the moment and hopefully it will at least give you an understanding of why Mr. Pulaski’s continued anonymity in this incident is so important to us.” With that, Robert called forth the first slide and began briefing his team.
Evelyn Smith knocked on the front door of the Pulaski home and smoothed her skirt slightly as she waited for someone to answer. She looked up as the door opened and revealed an elderly female rabbit. She was dressed somewhat conservatively and had her hair pulled back into a bun. “May I help you miss?” the older woman asked.
“Hello. My name is Evelyn Smith. I’m with Child services. Is Molly or Mr. Pulaski home?” she replied in a professional but friendly tone. The rabbit nodded.

“Please come in. I am Molly’s grandmother, Irene Ipplestein. Molly is downstairs bathing and Frank is outside at the moment. I believe he said he had something he needed to take care of in one of the sheds out back.” She closed the door behind Evelyn and walked with her over to the couch. “This is my husband Herman, Molly’s grandfather.” 
Evelyn smiled as the elderly Rabbit stood up from where he’d been sitting on the couch and took his paw in greeting. “It’s nice to meet you Rabbi. Molly has told me quite a bit about you both.” 

“None of it too bad I pray.” Herman joked. Evelyn laughed as well.

“No, no. She’s a very sweet girl Rabbi. I’ve enjoyed my visits with her during home inspections.”  She replied as she sat down on the couch and smoothed out her skirt as well as her tail. Herman smiled as did Irene.
“She’s been nothing but a blessing since the day she was born.” Irene said as she sat down in the recliner. “I’m so thankful that she wasn’t harmed in all of this.” Evelyn nodded.

“Yes, I admit I was terribly worried when they first told us that she’d been abducted. When I found out that she’d been successfully recovered, I drove here to see how she was doing.” 

“She’s doing well Ms. Smith.” Herman explained. “As Irene told you, she’s downstairs taking a hot bath at the moment. Irene and I thought it would be more relaxing than a mere shower.” Herman laced his fingers as he brought his paws together. “She seems to be in good spirits at the moment but as you and I both know, traumatic events such as this often have ramifications that are not always evident at first. I’ve spoken with both Frank and Rabbi Tuckman at B’nai Shalom and we are keeping an eye on her just in case signs start to show that she’s having trouble dealing with what has happened.”
Evelyn nodded and wrote down a couple of notes in the tiny notebook that she kept in her pocket. “That eases my concerns quite a bit Rabbi. As you know, her safety and well being are my primary concerns. It’s very difficult for children her age to come to peace with an assault of this nature. I’m happy to know that she has a solid support system in place for her when she needs it.” She folded the front of her notebook closed and slipped it back into her pocket. “Would it be okay if I spoke with Molly once she is finished with her bath?”

“I don’t see why not. I was just going downstairs to check on Molly when you knocked.” She motioned and Evelyn followed her down the hallway to the stairs. She turned as Mrs. Ipplestein went into the bedroom and walked into the downstairs den and was admiring the view when she heard the shuffle of small feet across the carpet. She turned to see Molly coming around the couch in a pair of jeans and a white tank top covered in flowers and butterflies.

“Hi Ms. Smith.” She said happily.

“Hello Molly. I have to say, that’s a very cute top.” Evelyn replied in her friendliest tone. Molly giggled slightly as she climbed up on to the couch. Evelyn sat down next to her. 
“I heard what happened yesterday and wanted to stop by and make sure that you were doing okay.” Molly nodded but she noted that the girl’s smile dimmed quite noticeably. The mink leaned forward as she placed her paw on the young girl’s shoulder and whispered soothingly. “Sweetie, it’s okay if you don’t want to talk about it right now. But I want you to know that when you are ready, your grandparents, your Rabbi, myself and Mrs. Rogers even Frank are here for you and we’ll gladly listen okay? Even if all you need to do is just cry. There isn’t any shame in it.”
“It was scary Ms. Smith.” Molly confided.
“I know Sweetie. Mrs. Rogers told me that you did some very brave things though despite being scared. If I’d been in your place, I don’t know if I could have been as brave as you.” She watched as Molly leaned against her, a somewhat contemplative look on her face. Evelyn put her arm around her and gave her a light hug. “You should be proud of yourself.”
Once she was finished talking with Molly, Evelyn made her way out onto the back porch. Looking across the yard, she could see three wooden buildings on the far side along the tree line. Huddled together, the first two were small, one looking more akin to an old out house than a shed while the second looked to be more for lawnmower housing than anything else. The third one however, was a commercially pre-built shed of some size. The large, double doors on the narrow side facing the house were open and she could hear distinct shuffling noises punctuated by the occasional series of hard slaps. Evelyn stopped at the doorway and looked inside.
Frank stood in a ready stance. He was shirtless and sweaty, breath only slightly labored. He was exerting himself but wasn’t anywhere near his limits. He shifted his weight to his trailing foot, appearing to fall forward slightly only to stop himself short as he unloaded a series of vicious body blows along the mid section of a punching bag suspended from one of the shed’s rafters. 
Evelyn watched quietly as the ferret shifted his feet once more, practically dancing around the now wildly swinging heavy bag in an almost effortless ease. She found his movements beautiful yet Macabre. He slid past the bag, paws striking out here and there, hitting weaknesses and vulnerable areas on his nonexistent opponent. It was a dance of sorts but each move was designed to cripple or flat out kill his ‘dance partner’.

With another shift of his weight, Frank brought the bag to a standstill by driving his knee up into its midsection as it swung towards him. Evelyn watched as Frank steadied the bag, returned to a readied stance and began again, his feet sliding across the floor in quick hops as he began the dance a new. Frank’s ear suddenly twitched slightly, rotating in Evelyn’s direction. Frank eased up out of his stance and looked over at her.
“I’m sorry if I interrupted your workout.” She started. “I wanted to check up on Molly and see how she was doing given everything that’s happened.” Frank nodded, picking up a towel from the floor and walked over to her.

“Just blowing off a little steam that’s all.” He told her. “As you can imagine, it’s been a little… tense around here the past few days.” Evelyn raised her eyebrow as she followed Frank back to the house.
“Past few days?” she inquired. Frank nodded.

“Yeah. Turns out a few days ago the son of a bitch that swiped Molly from the store was also the bastard that’d took off with the woman I’ve been seeing.” Frank opened the door to the house and let Evelyn in before closing it behind himself. “Rick thinks that Molly got snatched because he noticed the two spending time together. He possibly thought that she was Candi’s somehow.”

Evelyn thought about what he had said and just what all it implied. “Were there any precautions in place to protect your female friend from him? Surely the police would have set up something.” Frank shook his head.
“Notification of his release didn’t make it to Candi.” He explained as they walked towards the stairs. “No one knew he was up for review early or that he’d been released. If we had, believe you me, something would have been done.” Evelyn wasn’t sure she liked the tone in Frank’s voice or the cold glint in his eye.

“Mr. Pulaski, did you know this woman’s ex-husband was dangerous?” she asked, stopping just at the stair’s base.

“Nope, never met him.” He replied. “I knew he’d boxed her around something rough but, he was already serving time before I came home and started seeing Candi again. As far as I knew, he wasn’t ever getting out or at least not till he was drawing social security.” 

The two continued upstairs and back into the living room. Molly was sitting on the floor in front of the couch as her grandmother brushed and braided her hair into a loose French braid. Evelyn traded casual conversation for a few moments before saying her goodbyes and heading back to her office. Frank watched the Mink leave as he massaged his muscles in his upper arms a little. The workout had been a little more taxing than it used to be when he’d been younger. The shower was calling him seductively. His thoughts were derailed however when he glanced over at Molly. She was quietly playing something on her small, blue hand held game while her grandmother finished her hair. Her posture, body language even movements, they all said that she was relaxed and at ease. She showed no outward sign that she’d been kidnapped or almost shot. She seemed to be just another, ordinary little girl. Happy, loving and innocent. Everything that he wanted to protect most. It’d been messy, no where’s near the way he’d originally wanted to take care of things but, he congratulated himself on one last job well done. Frank sighed and went to clean his work out from his fur. 
Slow breath in…exhale. Sweep the area, no movement, no apparent defenses or booby traps. Inhale, windows show no movement inside compound. Exhale, estimate two minutes more of observation then evaluate moving to secondary position and continue surveillance. Inhale.

Movement! Exhale, locking on motion. Hostage two has exited the building. Heading twenty six degrees left of twelve o’clock position. Wind is less than three miles an hour from the west, surface heat negligible. Inhale, Primary hostile now exiting structure in pursuit of hostage number two. Distance seventy three meters, elevation point zero three degrees A.O.E. Exhale. Confirmed hostile is armed. Inhale, hostile drawing bead on hostage, hold breath, optimal shot is go, squeeze.

Frank lowered the scope from his eye and watched Earl collapsing to the ground in a spray of dark red and sickly gray. Glancing over to Molly, he watched as she stumbled to her knees, a gout of blood flying out of her mouth as she coughed her last breath, a dark red stain growing rapidly across her blouse.
Too late.

Frank gasped as he jolted awake. Sitting up slightly he glanced around the room, his night eyes piercing the dark. There was no movement save the blinking light on the clock face separating the hour from the minutes. Five forty two. Collapsing back against his pillow, Frank took a couple of deep breaths and tried to steady what few nerves he had that weren’t shot like fuses in a power surge. As it was, it took him a moment to notice the heavy, warm weight pressed against his ribs. Looking down, he slowly lifted the covers to find Molly cuddled tight beside him. He studied her for a moment. The relaxed look on her face, the gentle rise and fall of her side as she breathed, the subtle sounds she made as she nestled closer to him. How had she gotten in bed with him without him knowing? What was it about her that made him act the way he was. What in the hell was happening to him.
Slowly, Frank reached down and as gently as he could, eased Molly up until her head was resting on his shoulder. She whimpered quietly before settling back and snuggling against him once more, flopping her arm across his ribs in the process. Once she was settled, he looked down at her paw. It was so small compared to his. Carefully, he brought both of his arms around her and held Molly as tight as he dared. Leaning down, he kissed her head before resting his chin just between her ears. Squeezing his eyes shut, Frank willed his mind to shut up and leave him be, silent tears sliding down his cheeks.
