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  PROLOGUE

The house was absolutely quiet, for the first time in quite a while. Sam Prichard was sitting in the armchair beside his fireplace, looking through the box of photographs that was sitting on his lap. Beside him, Indie was looking through another box full of them herself, but it wasn’t easy.

It had been three months since they had buried Sam’s mother, Grace. Some days, he appeared all right; other days, like this one, Sam just couldn’t quite accept the fact that she was gone, and those were the days that Indie dreaded. Grace had been such a fixture in his life for so many years that it was tough for Sam to accept that she was no longer with them.

Sam and his sister, Carrie, had inherited everything but Grace’s house, which she had left to Kim, Indie’s mother. The two of them had been sharing the place for the last couple of years, and Grace didn’t want her to end up homeless. Sam had let Carrie have the money their mother had saved, and his sister had gone back to California the day after the funeral.

As the days passed, Sam had started drawing deeper and deeper into himself. Indie, his wife, was trying to find anything that might pull him out of the grief and despair that was threatening to smother him, but it was an uphill battle.

The last couple of weeks hadn’t been quite so bad. Sam had gone back to work for Windlass Security, on a case that involved tracking down a serial killer. The company had recently been awarded a new government contract, so every other agency could now call on them when they needed help, and this case belonged to the FBI. At first, it had looked like it might be impossible to identify the killer—the FBI had been working on the case for two years and never found a solid lead—but Sam had been giving it a lot of thought. There was one asset he had not yet used, and he was about to decide that it was time.

He had been thinking about it for some time, and finally decided it was time to look deeper at the possibility. This was the second evening in a row when they had sat in the living room going through old photographs. Kenzie and Bo were with Kim for the night, so it was just the two of them in the house. He wouldn’t get a better chance to talk to Indie about it.

“I need some coffee,” Indie said, stretching. “Would you like some, Sam?”

Sam looked up at her and managed a smile. “Please,” he said.

Indie grinned and got up to head into the kitchen. She was back only moments later with two cups of coffee, and handed one to her husband. When she was seated again, Sam looked up at her.

“I need your help with something,” he said. “We’ve been trying to get somewhere on this case, and it’s driving us all crazy. The FBI hasn’t had any luck on it in years, but I think there might be something that can help.”

Indie’s eyebrows rose and she looked at him. “Okay,” she said. “What can I do?”

Sam held his coffee and slowly got to his feet. “Let’s go to the table,” he said. “We’re going to need your computer.”

An hour later, Sam had made up his mind. 

With Indie’s help, he had been able to learn everything he needed about North Forest Hospital. This was a private hospital that had a contract with the government to maintain a secure facility for excessively intelligent individuals who could be regarded as criminally insane. Many of the inmates were quite young, and a fair number of them were willing and able to assist government and law enforcement agencies from time to time, depending on what their particular area of expertise and education might be.

Harry Winslow had told Sam about NFH. To Harry, it was about as close as you could get to an abomination.

“Sam, boy,” he had said, “I was forced to work with one of them kids one time. He was so smart that he didn’t even know how to act like a person, but I tried to treat him like just one of the guys. Trouble was, the harder I tried, the more attitude he gave me. Finally I found out that he was supposed to be on medication, and had stopped taking it when he was dropped off to us.” He shook his head. “I don’t know what they do to those folks, but it ain’t human.”

Since then, Sam had occasionally asked other federal agencies he knew about the hospital and its programs. Darren Beecher, who used to be with the FBI, had worked with them on occasion and, while all of the “consultants,” as they were called, could be difficult, Darren had not had a lot of problems with the ones he had known.

 

  *

 

Sam got up the next morning determined to contact NFH and see what it would take to get a super-intelligent consultant to work with them on the case. He went in early to meet with Ron Thomas and Jeff Donaldson, his bosses, who had been overjoyed when he had decided to come back to his job. Both men were delighted to see him.

“Sam,” Ron said as he entered their conference room. “What can we do for you?”

“I wanted to talk to you about the case we’re on,” Sam said. “We haven’t been getting anywhere, and since the FBI has been stuck for so long that we got called in on it, I really want to close it.”

Jeff nodded. “Yeah, we’d like that, too,” he said. “Any ideas on how to make it happen?”

Sam grimaced. “Well, maybe,” he said. “Did Harry ever tell you about NFH? North Forest Hospital, and their consultation program?”

Both men lost their smiles. “We know who they are,” Ron said. “You’re thinking of hiring one of their assets?”

Sam nodded. “They’ve got people who can analyze entire case files in a matter of minutes,” he said. “I did some research on them and it turns out that some of their people have a ninety-eight percent success rate at solving similar crimes. Since we can’t seem to figure out where to look next, I thought we might see about using one of their brainiac consultants on this case.”

Ron and Jeff looked at each other for a moment, then turned back to Sam. “You know what Harry thinks of them, right?”

Sam frowned. “I do,” he said, “but I’m at my wits’ end on this case. We know the killer is going to dump three more bodies at any time, and none of us have any ideas how to stop him. If we can shut him down, it would be worth putting up with any idiosyncrasies the consultant might have.”

Jeff turned to his computer and began typing, then looked up again a moment later. “I’m on their website,” he said. “You do realize they charge three thousand dollars a day for these people, right?”

“So what? You’re going to pass it along to DOJ anyway, right? If it helps us stop this guy, Jeff, it’ll be worth it.”

Ron and Jeff looked at each other for a moment, then turned back to Sam. “All right,” Ron said. “You’re the chief investigator, so you’re the one who gets make the decision. If you want to give this a shot, Sam, we’ll okay it.”


ONE

“Sam, are you sure about this?” Steve Beck asked when he explained what they were going to do.

Sam shrugged and let out a sigh. “Of course not, but I’m not sure we really have much of a choice. We’ve been on this case for two weeks, now, and haven’t managed to find a single lead. If this guy keeps doing things the way he always has, we’ve got less than a day to stop him before three more bodies turn up.”

Darren nodded sadly. “I agree with you, Sam. I’m not against asking for help. You’ve just… never had to handle those people before. I have.”

Sam frowned and nodded his head. “I know. Psychotic savants—blows my mind there’s a government program that keeps people like that locked up and loans them out to outfits like ours.” He waved a hand at the stack of dossiers on the desk in front of him. There were two stacks, actually; one of them was much higher than the other, and represented those he had already decided would not work out. “North Forest Hospital; sounds like the place you might go to recover from surgery. Instead, they house people and treat them like equipment they rent out.”

“Yes, but these are people who were diagnosed as potentially dangerous,” Darren added. “They cross the line between beyond-Einstein genius and criminal insanity, but they definitely can come in handy. When I was with the FBI, we had to call them in once or twice, and I can say it wasn’t the worst thing we ever did.” He shook his head. “Unsettling experience, I can tell you that. Most of them have been locked away for years, and they don’t always get along well with people they don’t know.”

“I know that, Darren,” Sam said, picking up the one dossier that had actually caught his attention. “Another problem I have to consider is what effect this will have on the people we already work with. Are they going to be able to cope with whatever emotional problems this person might bring with him?”

“The team will pull themselves together and do what they have to do, Sam.” Steve shook his head at his boss. “They’ll know it’s a temporary situation. It isn’t like we’re going to keep him around; he’ll be nothing more than a resource, and we use him just the way it’s intended. You’re the one who has to make the decision, Sam. Make the call, and then join us in the conference room. We’re thinking through some new ideas, but a lot of it hinges on what you decide to do about this.”

Sam looked down at the dossier in his hand once again, then nodded. “This guy,” he said. “I keep putting him off to the side, but I seem to keep coming back to him.”

“Can I see it?” Darren asked. Sam handed over the file and Darren looked through it.

“Eric Brenner, seventeen years old, has an IQ of 179. No formal education, but he’s listed as an expert in computers, game theory, mathematics and psychology. He was committed to this program after developing an algorithm that allowed the hacker group he was part of to bypass the security on the NSA computer system, and—this can’t be right, it says he can read almost 5000 words a minute.” He looked up at Sam. “Definitely has the brainpower, but according to this, he has mood swings that can occasionally become violent. I take it you think his knowledge of psychology might be potentially helpful in this case?”

Sam nodded, but said nothing. “Keep reading.”

Darren’s eyes continued to scan the page, moving his lips silently as he read along. “According to this, he’s never worked with anyone before. This would be his first consultation.”

Sam nodded. “It’s like you said; it appears he doesn’t play well with others. He suffers from severe depression, and takes medication to control it. He has problems with authority, and apparently no social skills at all.” He shook his head. “When he wrote that algorithm, he was only eleven years old. He didn’t realize what his friends were going to use it for, and actually boasted about it when he was arrested. He’s been locked up ever since, and he’s spent a good part of that time in solitary confinement. I doubt he has any idea how to handle people.”

“So, pick somebody else, then.” Darren dropped the dossier back onto the desk and looked at Sam, then shook his head. “Oh, boy, I know that look,” he said. “There’s something about this kid that keeps drawing you back, right?”

Sam shrugged again. “I’m not really sure, but I get the feeling that he might be the guy who could peg our suspect for us.”

“You know that these people are considered dangerous, Sam,” he said. He pointed at the pile of dossiers on the desk. “There are plenty of other possibilities here.”

“I know, I know.” Sam felt like he was stuck in a loop, repeating the same phrase over and over. “This kid—he’s only seventeen, for crying out loud—I just get the feeling he might be exactly who we need. The trouble is, getting him to work with us comes with a price.”

Darren looked him in the eye. “A price?”

Sam nodded. “He wants to visit his mother,” he said. “He hasn’t seen her since he was committed to the hospital when he was twelve, and…” He shook his head slowly, frowning. “I know that people in this program are considered dangerous, Darren, but that just doesn’t seem like an unreasonable request. Just a short, supervised visit with his mother?”

Darren thought about it for a moment, and then he picked up the folder again. He read through the words in silence, then dropped it onto the desk once more. “Do we know where she is? And do you really think it would be a good idea to let him make demands in exchange for his help?”

Sam nodded. “She’s actually an inmate at Denver Women’s Correctional,” he said. “She was sentenced to three years for trying to break into the North Forest housing facility two years ago. It wouldn’t be impossible for us to arrange to bring her here and let them visit, under supervision, of course.” He looked at the floor for a moment, then turned his eyes back up to Darren. “These people are basically serving life sentences,” he said. “Frankly, I’d be surprised if he didn’t make demands.”

“You really think this is the one you want, then?” Darren asked with a grin. “Well, the sooner you make the call, the sooner he can be here. If you like, I’ll see about getting his mother furloughed out for the visit.”

“Thanks, Darren,” Sam said. “I know I’m only going on my gut, but I think I want to give this kid a shot. Incidentally, they have a three day minimum on using their people; it means we’re going to be stuck with him for at least seventy-two hours.”

Darren looked at the file again and held it out. “Well, maybe we’ll get lucky and get another case or two that we can use him on. Might as well squeeze out all the value we can, right?”

Sam took the paperwork and gave Darren a grin of his own, then turned his attention to the form he would have to fill out to get this young man’s help. It was there, waiting on his computer monitor. They were down to forty-three hours, and while it was undoubtedly too late for the first two victims, there was still a third that might still be alive. The clock was running, and every minute Sam spent on the paperwork was a minute that could not be wasted. The earliest he could expect Eric to arrive would be at seven o’clock the following morning, which would leave them less than twenty-two hours to find the victims before the killer would be dumping the bodies.

It isn’t like we are adding him permanently to the team, Sam thought as he filled out the form and hit the submit button. He’s just a tool we’re using, and if it doesn’t work, then it was still worth a try.

  *

Sam and his team were gathered in the main conference room at seven the following morning, going over all of the evidence once again. Jade, Summer and Walter were going over crime scene pictures, and Darren was deep in talk with Steve as they looked at how the bodies had been disposed of.

“Hey, Sam,” Jenna said, sticking her head in the door. “They want you up front.”

Sam walked out of his office and headed toward the main entrance, where two men with federal IDs were bringing a thin, young man into the building. One of them handed Sam a clipboard and he signed a receipt, accepting responsibility for the kid as long as he was there at the Windlass offices.

The boy was looking around, staring at everything he could see as if it was something new that he had never experienced before. He looked closely at Sam’s face, and his eyes narrowed for a moment before he turned away to look at the bulletin board with all of the required employee notices.

He acts like he’s just stumbled into some strange new world, Sam thought. Of course, it might feel that way to him. He’s been locked up for five years with no outside contact at all.

The federal agents looked over the receipt, then turned and left without another word. Sam was left standing in the hallway with the young man, and he turned toward him with a smile.

“Eric? I’m Sam Prichard. I really appreciate you coming to help us out.”

“Show me everything,” Eric said, ignoring the hand Sam had extended. “I want to see everything you’ve got.”

Sam’s eyebrows rose, but he nodded curtly. “Sure enough,” he said. “If you follow me, we have everything laid out for you in my office.”

He led the way toward his office and Eric followed meekly. They stepped inside and everyone at the table turned to look at the young man. Darren rose to his feet as they approached the table.

“Everybody,” Sam said, “this is Eric. Eric, this is Darren, Steve, Walter, Summer, Jade and Denny.”

There were various nods and acknowledgments around the table, and then Darren held out a hand. “Nice to meet you, Eric,” he said.

Eric looked at him for a moment, glancing at the hand he was holding out. “I don’t like to shake hands. You’re going to let me visit my mother?”

Sam nodded. “That was the deal, yes. We already have it arranged.”

“Good.” Eric stepped over to the table and picked up the first file he came to. He flipped through it quickly, then laid it down and took up another.

Darren looked at Sam. “Down to business,” he said. “Gotta respect that, right?”

Sam nodded and the two of them sat down at the table again.

“Would you like us to tell you what we’ve come up with so far?” Sam asked.

“That would take too long,” Eric said. “I can read all of it faster than you can explain it to me.”

Denny’s eyebrows rose a bit, but he shrugged it off and looked at Sam. Sam only shrugged back.

Eric was mumbling to himself as he was reading, and the stack of files he had already finished was growing rather quickly. 

“Something isn’t adding up, here,” Eric said.

Sam leaned toward him. “What do you mean?”

“Were there any victims in this most recent group you thought might have been unusual?” Eric continued looking through the files as he waited for someone to answer.

“Anna Vaughn.” Sam and Jade had both given the name at the same time.

Denny nodded slowly. “I would agree with that,” he said. “Something just appeared a bit out of place, right?”

Summer, Steve and Darren all nodded their own agreement. “Yeah, just not quite right about it. She was treated differently than the other victims.”

“Yes, that’s what I see, as well.” Eric looked closely at the picture of the girl and then stuck it on the whiteboard. A moment later, he put up the pictures of the other two victims, one on either side of the first. “These are the three victims, but Ms. Vaughn is the one he was really after.”

“All right, slow the stick a bit,” Denny said, waving a finger in the air. “Tell us, lad, just how you came to that conclusion.”

Eric blinked at them. “It isn’t obvious?” He turned to Sam with a look of frustration on his face. “Is that gonna cut in to my visit time?”

Sam shook his head. “No, not at all.”

Eric turned back to look at Denny and took a deep breath.

“There have been thirty-six victims over the last ten years, in twelve groups of three victims each. All of them were bound and tortured, but none were assaulted sexually. All three bodies are disposed of together, but forensic examination shows that they died at different times, and the first one to die is often as much as a day or more before the second, while the third follows within a couple of hours after the second victim. This tells us that the second victim in each group was his actual target, but…”

“Why do you say that?” Darren asked, leaning forward for emphasis. “In each group, all three of them ended up dead. What makes you think any one of them was more important than the other two?”

 “Based on what I’m seeing, I would say that this individual has a specific agenda,. He isn’t killing his victims all at once, even though he’s disposing of the bodies all at the same time. He’s keeping them alive for a period of time, probably to torture them, and almost certainly because there is some specific admission or concession he wants out of them. Once he gets that, that particular victim is no longer needed, so he kills her and moves on to the next.” He began scribbling on the board as he spoke. “If we take a good, careful look at all of the victims, one of them stands out in each group because, if you look at the X-rays taken by the medical examiner in each case, you’ll see that one victim always has three broken ribs, all on the right side of the body. All of the other victims have broken ribs as well, but some of them will be on the left side.”

Denny nodded and held up a hand. “That’s not unusual,” he said. “The first or last victims often tend to be the most important to a killer who works in groupings like this, but I still don’t see why you think it’s the second victim who’s most important to this bloke.”

“I’m saying it’s the second victim in this particular group, not necessarily all of them, but this guy knows enough to realize that you’re going to look at it that way. He plans out every attack to make you think it was a particular victim he was truly after, but then he works to conceal which one it really was.” Eric began drawing diagrams to illustrate what he was trying to say. “He maneuvered all of you into thinking three was his magic number, because it adds to his feeling of superiority to know that he has outsmarted professional investigators like yourselves. However, his ego makes him want to stand out, so he put the three broken ribs on only one victim in each of the groupings. If you add together the fact that he choose only one of his victims for that special treatment, the incredible size of his ego, a strong possibility of a law enforcement background giving him basic knowledge of what you will do, and the fact that the first of his victims in each group was killed at least one full day before the others even though their bodies were disposed of all at once, you are looking for someone who thinks of himself as a kind of hero. He’s not killing for fun, he’s killing because he believes that the particular victims he’s going after represent a clear and present danger that must be eliminated.

“Now, from a strictly psychological viewpoint, I conclude that the victims, the special ones, somehow make him feel threatened to such a degree that the only answer he can come up with is to torture and eliminate them, but not until he’s gotten what he wants from them.” Eric tapped on the pictures of the two girls. “All of them appear to be very similar, physically—all have brown eyes and dark hair, all are reasonably attractive and all of them were unemployed when they were taken, despite the fact that they were living a relatively lavish lifestyle. All of them were recently divorced and almost certainly living on substantial alimony, and none of them had children. This leads me to believe that the killer probably had a wife who left him and bled him financially, demanding alimony because she couldn’t get child support. He’s almost certainly trying to rectify that situation for other men. He probably thinks of himself as some sort of avenging angel for men who have been done wrong by their wives.” Eric turned to face them all again. “Based on his knowledge of investigative techniques and the precision with which he abducts, tortures and kills his victims, your killer is a former law-enforcement officer with SWAT experience. His wife, probably close in appearance to the  victims, divorced him sometime in the last couple of years before the first group of victims was taken, and was awarded substantial alimony. She is undoubtedly still alive, because he is seeking a cathartic release from her by torturing and killing substitute victims.”

Summer waved a finger in the air. “Eric,” she said, “you said that he tortures them to get some sort of specific response. Any idea what it might be?”

“Isn’t that obvious?” Eric asked. “The victims are tortured until they admit that they had no right to alimony, that they were simply greedy women who took advantage of their husbands. One of the victims is the one he identifies most closely with his former wife, so he’s probably ready to be finished with the entire group once he gets her to make that confession. That would explain why the third victim is sometimes killed quickly after the second, because she actually doesn’t matter to him at all. Two of the victims in each group are nothing but camouflage to keep you from figuring out who he was really after.”

“But, that doesn’t make sense,” Jade said. “All of the victims are the same type. Why would any one of them stand out to him as being more like his ex-wife?”

“Look at the other major difference between the victims with all the broken ribs on one side and the rest of them. No, wait, it will take you too long to see it, so I’ll just explain it. Only those victims in each group had a complete college education. Each of those women had a degree in a professional field, but was not working within that field when she was abducted and killed. She didn’t need to, because she was collecting enough from her former husband to live comfortably.”

Sam snatched up a chart showing all of the victims and looked it over. “He’s right,” he said. “Somehow, we all missed that.”

“It’s not your fault,” Eric said. “You naturally focused on the similarities between the victims, rather than the differences.” He turned back to the board and began writing something else. “Back to your killer. Considering that the victims were all abducted at different times of the day or night, I believe your suspect is probably retired. For that reason, I would start by looking for retired law enforcement officers who served on SWAT teams, either here in Denver, or it’s possible he moved here after retirement. He was divorced from his wife within two years before the first group of victims appeared, and she is almost certainly a college-educated professional who is not working in the field she received her degree in. Instead, she’s milking him for every dime she can, and this is why he resents her.” He turned to look at Sam. “May I see my mother now?”

Sam was taken aback by the sudden switch from explaining who their killer must be to making his request, and he started to insist on more information, but then changed his mind. He and his team could go over everything they had just learned while Eric was visiting with his mother, who was waiting down the hall in a secure room.

“Yes,” Sam said. “Come with me, and I’ll show you the way. She’s waiting for you.”

Eric’s eyes went wide, and tears began to flow down his cheeks. “She’s already here?” he asked.

Sam nodded. “Yes. If you’ll just follow me?”

He got up and led Eric out of the room, then turned down the hall and waited for the young man to catch up. The holding room was only three doors down, and Sam nodded to the two security officers who were sitting in chairs just outside.

One of them unlocked the door and Eric sobbed as he saw his mother sitting at the table inside. He rushed in, and the door was closed behind them.

“Thirty minutes,” Sam said to the security officers. “I’ll be back for him then.”


TWO

He turned and went back to the conference room, where the rest of them were still gathered around the big table. They were talking among themselves, and he noticed that several of them had wide eyes. Sam sat down at the table with them and turned on the big monitor on the wall, which was tuned to the security cameras in the holding room.

Sam watched as Eric finally released his mother from the embrace he had wrapped around her, and the two of them sat down side by side in the chairs at the table. For a moment, they only looked at one another, and Sam was struck by the look of complete adoration in the older woman’s face.

“Hi, Mom,” Eric said.“I cannot believe it,” she said, her smile broad. “When they told me they were going to bring you to visit me, I was sure it was some kind of a trick.” She bounced up and down on her seat, a visible sign of her excitement. “Well, don’t just sit there,” she said. “Tell me how you’ve been. I haven’t seen you in just about forever, you know.”

“I guess I’ve been okay,” Eric said. “I’ve been going a little bit crazy, trying to figure out some way to get in touch with you, but they watch me pretty closely.” He wiped at his eyes and nose with his long sleeve. “Oh, Mom, I can’t believe we finally get to look at each other again.”

Sam caught Darren looking up at him, and he was sure Darren was thinking about their earlier talk. Agreeing to the visit may have been a small price to pay for the help Eric had just given them. Sam nodded and then turned back to the monitor.

“I can’t believe how much deeper your voice is,” Louise Brenner said. “Last time I saw you, your voice was cracking and squeaking.”

Eric chuckled suddenly, and Sam couldn’t suppress a grin. “Of course my voice is deeper, Mom,” the kid said. “It’s called puberty. I was on the verge of it when they arrested me, remember? I guess the stress just brought it on harder, because it hit me like an atomic bomb over the next couple of months. That’s enough about me, tell me how you’ve been doing. I heard about you getting arrested, of course, so what in the world were you thinking?”

Louise rolled her eyes. “Well, they wouldn’t let me visit you,” she said. “I figured it was worth trying to sneak in and see you.”

Darren slowly got up from his chair and picked up his coffee cup. “I think I’m ready for a refill.”

Jade cleared her throat and quickly joined him, but Summer, Steve, Walter and Denny stayed. All of them except Walter kept their eyes glued to the monitor, where the reunion was still playing out. Walter was busy reading through notes he had taken while Eric was talking.

Eric chuckled, but his voice lacked much humor. “It was a dumb idea, Mom,” he said. “Now you have a criminal record. Even if they were going to give me a chance to come back out into the world, they’ll have restrictions on how much time I can spend around you, now.”

“No, it was worth it,” she said. “Granted, it would’ve been better if I had been successful and not gotten caught.” They both chuckled at that. “Now, though? It doesn’t even matter. I got a chance to go to school while I was locked up, which means I’ll be able to get a better job when I get out. Secretary, can you imagine? Your old mom as a secretary?”

Eric shrugged and chuckled. “Step up from bartender, anyway. If it lets you live better, then maybe it isn’t all bad.”

“So, how did you arrange this?” Louise asked. “I didn’t think we were allowed to see each other at all.”

“I can’t tell you details,” Eric said. “There are cameras up in the corners of the room, so I’m sure somebody is watching and listening. You know that NFH likes to basically rent us out to consult, sometimes? Well, these people needed someone to help them figure out a puzzle, and I guess I had the qualifications they were looking for. I’ve been requested a few times in the past, but I always refused unless the deal included the chance to visit with you.” He shrugged. “This time, somebody went for it.”

“So, do they pay you for doing this kind of consulting?”

“I get some money on my commissary account,” Eric said. “Why? Do you need some money? I can ask if maybe they can transfer some over to you.”

Louise shook her head, smiling. “No, no, I’m fine. I just figured it would be good if they give you something for using that marvelous brain of yours.”

Sam turned down the volume and tried to tune out the visuals as he pushed the file in front of him toward Denny. “I think the kid gave us a pretty good run down,” he said. “We need to get started looking at retired policemen.”

Denny nodded. “I agree, and I think Jade was going to get started on it. On the other hand, I’m thinking about the torture the victims went through. If Eric is right, then our killer already knows everything about his victims. Why bother torturing them?”

“According to Eric,” Summer said, “he just wants them to admit they’re golddiggers, that they played their husbands for the alimony they could collect.” She shook her head. “I hate to admit it, but he makes a lot of sense. If this guy really feels his wife took him to the cleaners, that could explain the way he targets his victims.”

“But Eric says,” Denny added, “that only one victim in each group is the one that really matters to him. The other two are only taken and killed to try to confuse the investigation.” He shook his head. “Bloody bastard. We’ve got to stop this bugger, Sam.”

“Damn right we do,” Sam said. “And we will. Let’s get busy. We’ll start by searching for retired and divorced officers with SWAT training, as Eric suggested.”

Denny, Summer, Walter and Steve got up to head for their cubicles. With the new information Eric had provided, the search for the killer was about to take on new life.

Sam went to his office and turned to his own computer, then picked up the phone to call his wife. Indie answered on the second ring.

“Hey, babe,” she said. “How’s it going?”

“This NFH thing may be paying off,” Sam said. “This kid, Eric, was able to show us a couple of things we had missed. Turns out we’re looking for a retired police officer, probably a former SWAT member. His wife divorced him somewhere over ten years ago and took him for alimony pretty hard. One of the victims in each group is a substitute for her, but the rest are simply murdered to try to keep the investigation off-track.”

“Oh, Sam, that’s terrible. That means more than a dozen women have died just to cover up what he’s really doing?”

“Yeah, that’s the way it looks. Do me a favor and see what you can find. We don’t know if this is a local officer or somebody who moved here after he retired. These guys are pretty good with computers, but not as good as you.”

“I’ll get on it right now,” Indie said. “I’ll call you if I find anything.”

Sam hung up the phone and brought up the video from the interrogation room on his computer, then turned the sound on again. Eric and his mother were talking about a vacation they had taken back when he was a child, and Sam could see that the boy had been crying again.

“That was just before Dad left,” Eric said. “I know you always said it wasn’t my fault, but I can’t help feeling like it was. Dad was always trying to show me he was smarter than me, like he just couldn’t handle the thought that his son might actually have a higher IQ than he did.”

“He was jealous,” Louise admitted. “He’d always thought of himself as pretty smart, till you came along, but that isn’t why he left, Eric.” She bit her bottom lip for a moment, then looked him in the eye. “Eric, there’s something I’ve never told you. Back before you were born, your dad and I—well, we didn’t always get along very well.” She lowered her eyes to the table for a moment. “He’d come home from work and be all pissed off about something, and he’d start to take it out on me, yelling and carrying on like whatever problem he had was my fault. I got tired of that after a while, and it turned into a lot of fighting.”

“You guys were always fighting when I was a kid,” Eric said. “I remember that. I know you usually thought I was asleep by the time you started yelling at each other, but I heard you a lot of times.”

Louise gave him a sad smile. “Well, these fights were worse than those,” she said. “And a few times, after we had been fighting for a while, he would go storming out the door and head for the bar. Some of those times, he would stay out all night, and a couple of times, I followed him. He was a good-looking man, almost as good-looking as you, and there were always plenty of women around who were ready to try to make him feel better. I caught him cheating on me a few times, and that—well, it made me angry.” She bit her lip again. “Eric, I got so angry that I went and found a boyfriend of my own. I had an affair, and it lasted about six months.” She looked up at him again. “It ended when I found out I was pregnant. With you.”

Eric just looked at her for a moment, then slowly nodded his head. “And this guy was pretty smart?” he asked.

Louise chuckled, but there wasn’t a lot of mirth in it. “Oh, you could say that,” she said. “He was one of the top mathematics professors at the university. He was handsome and smart, but he was married to a woman who spent most of her time drinking, and not paying any attention to him. He was lonely and would sometimes come into the bar where I was working, and—well, he thought I was pretty. One thing led to another, I guess, and I felt like I was justified because…”

“Because Dad was already cheating on you. I get it, Mom.” He dipped his head so he could look her in the eye and grinned at her. “So, this professor—you’re telling me he was my real father?”

Louise shrugged. “Well, I never really knew for sure, back then,” she said, “but you definitely have his eyes. And there’s no doubt you got his brains, you know? I figured out about the time you turned three, and I think your dad had already started to suspect by then.” She took a deep breath. “We got into a fight right after that trip to Disney World, and I finally told him about the affair. That was why he left, Eric. He left because he figured out that you probably are not his real son.”

“I figured out that he wasn’t my real father back when I was eight or nine,” Eric said. “I remember reading a book on genetics and realizing that it was genetically impossible. Everyone in his family had brown eyes, but mine are blue, like yours. That meant that my biological father had to have given me the gene for blue eyes, along with yours. The gene for brown eyes is always dominant over the gene for blue eyes, so if Dad had really been my father, I would’ve had brown eyes.”

Louise just looked at him. “But you never said anything? You never asked me?”

Eric shrugged. “What did it matter? It wouldn’t have changed anything if I had asked, so I just didn’t worry about it.”

The talk went on for another fifteen minutes, but NFH had insisted that the visit be limited to only thirty minutes. That meant the time was up, so Sam reluctantly rose from his chair and went down the hall. The security guards opened the door and Sam stepped inside.

Eric looked up at him. “Time’s up already?” he asked.

Sam nodded. “I’m afraid so, Eric,” he said. “I’m sorry about this, but your supervisors insisted on a limit of thirty minutes.”

Eric nodded sadly and rose to his feet, and Louise stood also. They embraced for a full minute, and Sam could hear them whispering softly to each other, but he deliberately kept silent. The boy had just given them what would undoubtedly prove to be a major lead, and while Sam had to follow the letter of his agreement, he felt that the spirit of it wasn’t violated by giving them this moment of privacy.

Eric turned away from his mother and followed Sam out of the room. 

“Thanks for letting me see my mom,” Eric said.

Sam grinned back. “It was a reasonable request,” he said. “I take it that it’s been over five years since you saw her, right?”

Eric nodded. “Five years, seven months, eighteen days, sixteen hours and twenty-two minutes from the time I last saw her to the time you opened the door and I saw her sitting there.” The kid sniffled. “I really do appreciate you agreeing to it.”

“And I appreciate the help you’ve given us,” Sam said. “I may need you to look at some more information, once we get a little research done.”

“I’ll be glad to,” Eric said. “And if you ever need me again in the future…”

“I think there’s a good possibility we might,” Sam said with another grin.

They arrived at Sam’s office a moment later, but Jenna told Sam that the rest of the team was waiting for them in the conference room, where they found everyone but Darren, Jade and Walter gathered around the table there. They had found a few potential suspects and were going over them when Sam and Eric entered the room.

“Hey, Eric.” Summer smiled at him. “You feeling a little better now?”

Eric only glanced at her. “Yes, thank you.” He mumbled something further under his breath, but clearly didn’t intend for it to be heard. “What do you want me to do, Mr. Prichard?”

Sam glanced at him, and then he looked at the work spread out in front of them.  

“You can go lie down, if you want,” he said. “You look tired.”

Eric blinked, confused. “I… I am. I didn’t really sleep last night, because I was excited over seeing my mother today. That’s very observant of you.”

Sam offered a very slight smile, not wanting to come across as cold.

“I… I’ll just take a nap, then.” Eric rubbed the back of his head, then walked over to the corner of the room and started to lie down on the floor. “Thanks…”

Sam frowned a bit, but Denny spoke up before Sam had a chance.

“Eric, there’s a sofa in Sam’s office.”

Eric opened his eyes, but made no move to get up. “But Mr. Prichard is in here.”

Sam nodded, but he remembered what the file said about Eric’s reactions to being contradicted. “Yes, but you can go in my office and sleep on the sofa. I don’t mind.”

Eric shook his head. “I’m not supposed to be alone.”

Summer folded her arms and set them on the tabletop. “Is it the dark? Or the quiet? Because I have—”

“No, I mean I’m not allowed to be alone. I can’t be by myself when I’m out of the hospital. That’s in the rules.” Eric curled up a little tighter, almost irritated by the questions. “You could handcuff me to the sofa, if it’s got a way to do it, but that’s a hassle. I can just take a nap right here.”

There were a few seconds of silence, and then Summer got to her feet. She left the room while Sam and the others quietly compared notes while she was gone. When she came back, she had a blanket and pillow in her arms.

“You’re welcome to sleep on the floor if you want, but this should make things a little more comfortable.”

Eric looked at her strangely, almost as if he were afraid of the gesture, and then he cautiously reached out to take the items. “Oh… thank you, that’s very…” He seemed to be looking for the right words. “It’s very nice of you.” He offered a ghost of a smile and then put the pillow on the floor, curling up like a cat and wrapping himself in the blanket.

“You’re welcome, Eric.”

“Goodnight, Ms. Raines.”

Eric appeared to nod off immediately afterward, his body obviously needing the rest more than his behavior had indicated. Summer turned away and rejoined the rest of them at the table, looking at them with sadness in her eyes. Sam returned the  expression, looked briefly at the rest of them, and then looked down to the files.

“Let’s see if we can narrow down the list,” Sam said. “Once Jade comes back in, she can start working on case geography. Denny, what have we got?”  

Denny nodded and grabbed a marker from the table, walking over to the whiteboard and getting to work.

“We found five retired former SWAT members in the area,” he said. “And incidentally, Indie called and said she found the same ones we did.” He cast a glance at Sam as he said this, and Sam felt himself blush a bit as he shrugged.

“Hey, it was worth a shot,” he said.

“Too right,” Denny said. “On a case like this, we take all the help we can get, mate. Anyway,” he continued, turning back to the board, “the five possible suspects are Charles Kessler, Leon Davis, Raymond Layton, Alex Poindexter and Robert Bosco. All of them except for Davis and Bosco served as SWAT officers for Denver PD or the Colorado state police. Davis was with LAPD, and moved here after he retired eleven years ago. Bosco is from Chicago, and he moved here after being forced into retirement by an injury, but that was almost thirteen years ago. Each and every one of them is divorced, and has been for at least twelve years. And before you ask, Sam, yes, all of them pay alimony, but there’s also child support in two cases. Those would be Davis and Bosco.” He slapped up pictures they had printed out of each of them as he wrote the names on the board.

“In which case,” Sam said, “we can probably rule them out. Eric seemed pretty certain that children were not a factor in this killer’s MO.”

“Considering that only a very few of the victims ever had children,” Darren said, “I suspect he’s probably right. That still leaves us with Kessler, Layton and Poindexter.”

“All of them retired?” Sam asked.

“Actually, no,” Summer said. “Alex Poindexter is still active with Denver PD, but the rest of them are at least semi retired. Kessler is considered to be on reserve status, and is willing to come in when needed. He keeps his proficiency ratings up to date, even though he isn’t on full-time payroll anymore. Same with Layton, but he hasn’t been used at all in the last five years.”

“But any of them could have been free when all the abductions took place?” Sam asked.

“Yes, but,” Denny said, “I think we can rule out Mr. Layton. He was actually sent to California to testify in a case out there during the time the eighth set of bodies was being dumped.”

“Unless he had an accomplice,” Sam said. “Even with all the new information, we can’t rule out the possibility that our killer has someone helping him. What about Poindexter? If he’s still on active duty, it might be hard for him to be able to move about as freely.”

“I checked his schedule,” Steve said. “I was able to go back eight years, and he was off each and every time abductions took place or bodies were dumped. He could still be our guy.”

Sam leaned back in his chair and looked at the board. “These are all the ones you found?”

Summer nodded. “These are the only SWAT officers within a hundred miles who fit the divorce profile,” she said. “If Eric is right, then one of these men is our killer.”

“Okay,” Sam said. “Let’s take a look at the ex-wives. Do any of them seem to match up with the victims, and particularly the victims with the signature broken ribs?”

“Three of them could almost be triplets,” Steve said. “Amanda Layton, Shirley Kessler and Regina Bosco all fit the same physical profile, and all three hold degrees in various fields. Amanda Layton is a psychologist, Shirley Kessler is a chiropractor and Regina Bosco is an attorney, but none of them are working professionally. Linda Davis and Annette Poindexter are both blondes who didn’t finish college.”

Sam chewed on his bottom lip for a moment. “All right, here’s the game plan,” he said. “We’ve eliminated Davis and Bosco, and Poindexter’s wife doesn’t fit, so that leaves us with only two potential suspects and not much time to waste. Let’s get surveillance on both of those men as quickly as we can. Remember that these guys are cops and understand how surveillance works, so it’s going to be tricky. Let’s do everything we can to get the guilty party to lead us to any surviving victims.”

“Smart move,” Darren said. “Let’s get some of the security people to handle that. If we put two or three people on each of them, they can trade off watching and make it harder for the suspects to spot the surveillance.”

Sam nodded. “Good idea. Is Rob in the building?”

“Yeah,” Jade said. “I just saw him a few minutes ago. Want me to fetch him?”

“Yeah, please do.”

Rob Feinstein, who was the head of their paramilitary security force, came into the room a moment later. “What can I do you for, Sam?” he asked with a grin.

Sam and Steve quickly outlined the situation, and Rob nodded curtly. He turned and left the room, and half a dozen security officers were changed into street clothes and on the way out to locate their surveillance targets less than fifteen minutes later. Sam assigned Jade and Steve to monitor their radio traffic.

Everything they could do was being done, Sam figured. He let out a sigh and looked at the sleeping kid in the corner.

It had paid off. Eric found factors they hadn’t considered, and while he didn’t have their investigative experience, he was able to give them the information they needed to track the killer down. 

Maybe this shouldn’t be temporary. Eric might have problems, but so did Walter, and he’s a valuable member of the team. What if Eric had a chance to truly contribute to society? It might make all the difference in the world for the boy.

  *

“Base, this is Alpha one,” Jade heard over the radio. Alpha was the surveillance team assigned to Charles Kessler.

“Go ahead, Alpha one,” she said.

“Base, subject is pulling into a self storage facility,” the security officer said. “It’s behind a coded gate, and I’m not going to be able to follow. I’ve got an aerial camera drone, should I use it to keep an eye on him?”

“That’s affirmative, Alpha one,” Jade said. “Might be nothing, but we need to be sure.”

“Roger that.” The radio went silent again.

The other teams had been pretty quiet, their own subjects not very active at all. Only Kessler had been moving around town, and Jade looked over at Steve. “My gut says this is our guy,” she said. “With the schedule the killer uses, he’s got to be getting ready for his big finale by now.”

Steve nodded his head. “I tend to agree with you,” he said. “Unfortunately, we can’t just go on our guts. If we’re going to arrest this guy, we have to be certain.”

Jade nodded. “Yeah,” she said. “Let’s hope Alpha one gets something with his drone.”

Eight minutes later, the radio came to life again. “Base, Alpha one,” said the officer. “Subject is inside a storage unit, one of the old ones at the back of the facility. My drone just caught up with him, and I dipped it down for a look inside. I’m sending you an image from the footage, because it sure looks like I see some bodies laying there all wrapped up in something.”

Jade and Steve looked at each other, and Steve nodded. He got up and took off out of the room while Jade leaned toward the microphone. “Alpha one, stay on station. We’ve got people on the way to you now, just make sure you keep track of the subject.”

“Roger. He’s not going anywhere.”

Sam and the others were still sitting in the conference room, and then looked up when Steve hurried through the door. “Sam, surveillance on Kessler has him in a storage unit out on Jefferson Road. Our guy can’t get close enough to see inside, but he used an aerial drone and says it looks like he has bodies wrapped up for disposal.”

They were all up on their feet a moment later and headed for the door, but Sam told Summer to stay with Eric. They climbed into a Windlass van and Sam took the wheel, heading for the storage company. It was almost a twenty minute drive, but the officer on site reported that Kessler was still inside the unit when they finally arrived.

Steve walked into the office and showed his ID, and the clerk on duty was more than happy to open the gate for them. Sam, Steve, Darren and Denny hurried inside, followed by all three members of Team Alpha. Alpha one, the security officer whose name was Jimmy Rakes, led the way through the maze of miniature warehouses to the one where Kessler was still bustling about inside.

They moved stealthily down the lane toward that warehouse and gathered just out of sight. Sam used hand signals to tell Darren and Denny to go first, and then they all rushed inside the open door.

“Charles Kessler,” Denny said as he stepped inside. “Windlass Security. Please stop what you’re doing and turn around.”

Kessler, who had been bent over some sort of table at the back of the room, slowly straightened and turned around. He stared at Denny and Darren for a moment, then saw Sam standing just behind them.

“I might have known it would be you,” he said. “When I heard they brought you guys in on this, I knew it was only a matter of time. At least, that’s what I was hoping.”

“Hoping?” Sam asked.

Kessler nodded, his hands hanging loosely at his sides. “Yeah, I was hoping.” He shrugged. “Maybe that sounds crazy, but I wanted somebody to stop me. Something like this, it gets inside you and you just can’t stop on your own.”

Sam looked past Kessler to the table, and saw a woman’s body laying there. He motioned to Denny, who hurried past Kessler and checked for a pulse, but then turned to Sam with a sad shake of his head. He checked the two other bodies that were laying on the floor, but all three of the women were dead.

“Charles Kessler,” Sam said, “you are under arrest…”

It was late when they called it a day, and Sam was quick to send everyone home. Nobody argued as they went to their cubicles and grabbed what they needed.

“Do we know what we’re doing with the whiz kid tonight?”

Sam froze at Darren’s question, eyes widening as he realized he had completely forgotten about Eric, who was still sleeping in the conference room. “I didn’t think about it. I guess I can take him home with me for the night…” They walked into the conference room and found Summer and Eric sitting at the table with a bag of potato chips and soft drinks.

Summer had overheard, and shook her head. “I’ve got this, Sam,” she said. “I’ll take him home with me. I can keep an eye on him, and we get along pretty well. Don’t we, Eric?”

Eric looked at her for a moment, then glanced over at Sam. “Um…” He swallowed. “I guess so.”

Sam rubbed his face briefly. “If you really don’t mind, I would appreciate it.” 

Summer grinned and turned back to Eric. “Hey, Eric. You’re gonna come home with me tonight, okay? I’ll put you in my guest room, and we’ll come back here in the morning.” She took his hand and began to pull Eric to his feet.

“You can just call. Send me back.” Eric got to his feet, but then he looked at her hopefully. “Unless you want my help again?”

Sam and Darren looked at each other.

“We actually haven’t decided yet,” Sam said carefully, turning his eyes back to Eric. “We’ve got you for three days, though, so we’ll see what’s waiting when we come in tomorrow. Tonight, we just need to go home and sleep.”

Eric nodded, but the hopeful look remained in his eyes. “Okay. I can do that. I—I can do that. Now?”

Summer nodded her head. “Yes. Right now, let’s go.”

“Okay.” Eric let her lead him out the door, and Sam was a little surprised at how docile he appeared.

“Looks like she’s got the situation under control,” Darren said. “Of course, the kid probably has a crush on her by now.”

“That wouldn’t necessarily be a bad thing,” Sam said. “Might even help him grow up a little bit.”

Darren looked at Sam and rolled his eyes. “Summer? Spending time with her might make a guy want to stay a kid for a long time.”

Steve stepped in between them. “No, it wouldn’t,” he said. “If anything, it’ll make him want to get older in a hurry.”


THREE

Summer had never seen a kid so fascinated with looking out a car window before. From the time they left the office to the moment they pulled up at her house, Eric’s face was pressed against the glass. His eyes might as well have been sparkling. He was so amazed by every light, every billboard, every sign. There wasn’t a single building or tree that wasn’t stared at, not a single car went unnoticed.

“You don’t have any clothes with you, right?” Summer stuck her key in the door and gave it a twist, letting them both inside. “I’ll get you a t-shirt to sleep in for tonight.”

Eric followed her inside and looked around, smiling at the core. “I can sleep in my clothes.”

Summer grinned at him. “There’s nothing wrong with using one of my T-shirts,” she said. “I use them to sleep in myself, so they’re pretty big.” She entered the key code to turn off the alarm.

“Okay,” Eric said. “Can I take a shower?”

“Of course,” Summer said. “The guestroom has its own bathroom, you can take a shower in there.”

Eric nodded. “Okay, that’s fine.” He followed Summer down the hallway to the guestroom and let her lead him inside. The room was nice, if a little plain. He stared at the queen-sized bed for a moment, then sat down on it and bounced a little bit. “This is really soft,” he said. “I usually sleep on a cot.”

Summer grinned. “Well, I hope you enjoy it. I want you to be comfortable while you’re here.”

She started to turn away toward the door, but Eric jumped up and hurried around her.

“You can’t leave me,” he said. “I’m not allowed to be alone.”

Summer’s eyes went wide. “But you’re not alone,” she said. “My room is right down the hall. I’m not going to leave you here in the house by yourself. I’ll be right here in the house with you, you’re not alone.”

“But that’s the rules,” Eric said. “When I’m out of the hospital, I can’t be alone at any time. Well, except to go to the bathroom, that’s all.”

Summer managed to suppress the giggle that wanted to come out. “Well, I’m glad that’s permissible,” she said. “Really, Eric, it’ll be okay. You can sleep here, and I’ll show you where my room is, in case you need something in the middle of the night.”

“No, no, no,” Eric said. “You don’t understand. I honestly can’t be alone, that’s the rules. Whenever I’m away from the hospital, I cannot be left alone.” He lowered his eyes to the floor. “I—sometimes I panic when I’m alone.”

A single tear started to trace its way down his cheek. Summer stared for a moment, then reached out and took hold of his hand.

“Okay,” she said. “You can sleep in my room with me. Would that be okay?”

Eric’s eyes suddenly became big and round. “But you’re a girl,” he said.

The giggle escaped. “Well, I’m glad you noticed,” Summer said. “Look, Eric, if you don’t want to sleep on the bed with me, I have an air mattress. We can blow that up and put it on the floor for you.”

Eric stared at her for a moment, and she realized that he was doing his best not to look her up and down. “Okay,” he said. “Air mattress works.”

“Okay, then,” she said. “Come on, I’m tired. I’ll get you a T-shirt and you can take a shower in my bathroom.” She started out the door, then stopped and looked at him again. “On second thought,” she said, “you’re about the same size as my boyfriend. I bet he’s got something here you can wear.”

“You have a boyfriend?” Eric asked, letting her lead him through the hall.

“Yep,” she said. “His name is Harvey, and he’s about your size. He keeps some clothes here for when he stays over.”

It’s hard to see him being any kind of threat, Summer thought, but she was in no way surprised by the childish nature he displayed. She could still see Eric’s face as he gave them an amazing amount of information as if he were merely reading an essay. Still, he seems like a good kid. Weird, maybe, but he’s a kid, no matter what.

She found a pair of Harvey’s sweatpants in her closet and gave them to Eric, then hustled him into the bathroom. “You probably want to use Harvey’s shampoo,” she said. “It’s in the red bottle.”

“Okay,” Eric said. He pushed the bathroom door until it was almost completely shut, then left it cracked a bit open.

  *

Sam made his way quietly into the house, trying not to wake Indie or the kids. Indie was curled up on his side of the bed when he got to the bedroom, so he decided to skip a shower until morning and gently pushed her over so he could crawl in beside her.

“Mmmm,” she mumbled. “You decided to come home, finally?”

“A lot of paperwork to do,” he said. “It’s been a long day, babe.”

She wrapped her arms around him and pulled him close. “At least you’re here now,” she said. “I wasn’t sleeping very good without you. How did it go with the genius kid?”

“Surprisingly well,” Sam said. “He was able to show us some things we had missed, and it definitely led to us catching the killer. Unfortunately, we were too late to save any of the latest round of victims.”

Indie opened her eyes and looked at him. “But at least there won’t be any more,” she said. “That’s a good thing, Sam.”

“I agree,” Sam said. “And it made my decision worthwhile.”

  *

“Eric? You want breakfast?”

Eric rolled over on the air mattress and looked up at her. “Breakfast?”

“Yeah,” she said. “I’m getting ready to make breakfast, so if you want some, come on down to the kitchen.”

She turned and walked out the bedroom door, and wasn’t surprised to hear Eric scrambling up off the mattress to follow her.

“I bet you’re hungry.”

Eric nodded excitedly. “Yes, ma’am.”

“Good, because so am I,” Summer said. “You want scrambled eggs or Honey Puffs?” She held up the box of cereal.

Eric’s eyes went round. “Cereal? With milk?”

Summer grinned. “That’s how I eat it, yes,” she said.

“Oh, wow,” Eric said. “I haven’t had cereal and milk in years. We eat biscuits and doughnuts for breakfast at the facility.”

“Honey Puffs it is, then,” Summer said. She set a couple of bowls on the table and filled them up with the cereal, then grabbed a gallon of milk out of the fridge. She poured milk onto her own and slid it across the table to Eric. “Help yourself,” she said.

In retrospect, she probably should’ve grabbed the paper towels before she gave him the milk. Eric looked like he was about to cry, but she only laughed it off.

“Eric, it’s okay,” she said. “It’s just a little milk, it wipes right up.”

“But I wasted it,” Eric said. “I didn’t mean to waste it.”

She handed him a spoon and sat down at her own side of the table. “It’s all good,” he said. “Now, eat up. We need to get back to the office and see what’s going on.”

  *

Denny looked over at Jade when she nudged him, and saw her motion for him to look over her shoulder. She kept her glance discreet, so Denny did the same, turning toward the door just as Summer stepped in with Eric on her heels. Both of them were smiling.

“Hey, Summer,” Denny said, turning his chair toward the doors and lifting a hand in greeting. “Eric. Coffee’s ready if you want some.”

“Oh, I certainly do,” Summer said with a sigh.

“Is the coffee here like the coffee at the hospital?” Eric inquired, picking at the fabric of his sleeves. “Because the coffee at the hospital tastes awful, and I’d love to try some that doesn’t taste so bad.”

Denny chuckled and gestured toward the break room. “Get yourself a cup, and—”

“We’ve got a new case.” Sam said, coming into the conference room, barely looking up from the file in his hand as he sat down at the table. Jenna, his secretary, entered right behind him and turned on the monitor on the wall.

“Sam,” she said, “your team has been requested to look into the bombing of a mobile home in Cassville, Missouri. It’s a small town just a short distance north of the Missouri-Arkansas border, and not known for this type of violence under normal circumstances. The mobile home belongs to a deputy sheriff, Jack Ramey, who was apparently killed in the blast, along with three other men. Local police have no suspects, and no leads. The sheriff there is a fan of yours, Sam, and convinced the county to put up the money to hire your team.”

“That’s what Ron said,” Sam replied. “How soon do we leave?”

“Ron has a plane waiting for you at the airport now,” Jenna said. “You’ll be flying into Fayetteville, Arkansas, and driving up from there. It’s about an hour’s drive from the airport to Cassville.”

Denny let out a sigh and got to his feet. “Come on, Eric,” he said. “I’ll get you a cup to take with us. We have to be on the plane in less than an hour.”

Eric blinked. “We? I get to come, too?”

Denny picked up his own cup and started toward the break room. “Yes. We have a case we need to solve, so we might as well use you while you’re with us.”

“Oh, yeah. Yeah, of course.” Eric looked down sadly, though Denny couldn’t tell if it was the idea of being used or the thought of going back to NFH that troubled him the most.


FOUR

“Are you listening to music?”

It had taken Eric a good forty-five minutes to stop staring out the windows, watching the clouds and the sky beyond with fascinated eyes. Once the sky no longer held his attention, however, he became extremely bored and began getting restless. He changed seats and positions at least a half-dozen times, until he finally sat down next to Denny and tapped his right headphone.

Denny pulled the headset down so it rested on his neck. “Yeah. Kills time.”

Eric nodded, staring at the headphones with a look of jealousy. “I love listening to music. I only have a few albums, though, and my MP3 player.”

Denny smiled at him. “Well, did you bring it with you?”

Eric scowled. “No, I wasn’t allowed to. When they told me I was coming out here, they said I had to concentrate on whatever you wanted me to do, but I can have it when I get back. Then I can listen to all the music I want to.”

“Hey, Eric,” Sam called to him from across the plane. “It’s time for you to take your medicine.”

Eric looked stubborn, his reaction suddenly quite immature, but Sam had been warned about it. “I don’t want to.”

“You don’t get to make that call, Eric. You missed them last night due to the circumstance you were in, but that isn’t going to be the way it normally goes.” Sam picked up the zippered bag from beside his seat and opened it up, and then looked surprised. “Oh, my, what’s this?”

Eric perked up suddenly as he watched Sam reach into the bag.

“Huh.” Sam pulled out a small MP3 player and tangled headphones, holding them up for Eric to see. “It appears they sent this along as a reward if you don’t give us any trouble about taking your medication.”

Eric  broke into a smile when he saw what was in Sam’s hand. “I’ll take them! I’ll take them right now, Mr. Prichard!”

Denny chuckled to himself, silently cheering Sam for taking advantage of the situation. It hadn’t been intentional, but by listening to music, Denny made Eric want his own music that much more. Sam used it so easily, Denny almost had to wonder if he had been expecting it.

“You’re going to need to eat something.” Summer opened her bag and began looking through the contents, pulling out a plastic container and handing it across the table to Sam. “There. Give him that with his pills.”

Eric jumped up and hustled over to Sam, holding his hands out expectantly. He saw the plastic container and tilted his head to the side, momentarily distracted. “Is that for me?”

Summer smiled. “Turkey sandwiches,” she said. “I got them from the break room before we left, because I figured you might get hungry on the flight.”

He took the container and opened it, then looked up at Summer. “There’s two sandwiches,” he said. “Is the other one for you?”

“Nope,” she said. “Those are both for you.” She rummaged in her bag again and produced a bottle of root beer. “And here, you can wash it down with this.”

Eric took the bottle and stared at it. “I haven’t had root beer since the day I got arrested,” he said. He looked up at her with a smile on his face and a tear in his eyes. “Thank you, thank you so much.”

A quiet settled over them, and Denny felt some kind of agitation in his gut. Somehow, the thought of such a nice kid being deprived of something as simple as a root beer suddenly struck him as cruel and unusual. Granted, some of the people NFH dealt with needed limitations, and that he could understand—when someone could turn everyday items into an IED, you had to make sure they didn’t have access to certain things, but Eric just seemed so innocent. He didn’t display any desire to hurt anyone, and Denny couldn’t see any reason to keep him under such draconian control.

Summer smiled, and Eric smiled back. 

It was the first time Denny had seen Eric smile since they had first met. His face was full of the same delight that kept him looking out the airplane window, his face glowing with a kind of happiness that reminded Denny of happier times of his own, back in England.

The kid was honestly happy, at least for the moment.

“Thank you, Ms. Raines.”

“You’re welcome, Eric,” she said.

Eric turned to Sam then, almost dancing as he stood in the aisle. “Can I have my pills, please, ?”

Sam pursed his lips and pretended to consider the question, and then he handed over the small bag of pills. “If you promise to take these as soon as you eat, I’ll give you the MP3 player now.”

Eric nodded vigorously, smiling again as if he was about to explode with sheer joy. 

Sam grinned at him for another moment, and then handed over the device.

“Yes!” Eric took the MP3 player and hurried back to his seat, a smile once again spread across his youthful face.

It was only a few seconds before Denny heard Eric humming to himself as he listened to something through the earphones, and he couldn’t help but chuckle and shake his head. Eric was such a likable kid. His smile, despite how rarely it appeared, was genuinely priceless.

I wonder how long we could manage to keep him.

Eric looked up at Summer and tried to speak, but he was struggling to get out the words he wanted to say. “I, uh—I… this was very… you didn’t have to do this. So, um… thanks.”

Summer arched an eyebrow. “You have a problem offering thanks to people, don’t you?”

Eric nodded his head slowly. “Yeah,” he said quietly. “Something like that.”

Summer chuckled and shook her head. She actually found it sad that the lad had such a hard time accepting assistance. Of course, it was normal for a kid to be at least a little bit arrogant, to insist on being independent and doing things their own way, but Eric seemed to want to be better than that. Summer found it endearing.

Denny was also watching. He smiled, shook his head, and slipped his arm around Eric’s shoulders. “You’re alright, kid. You’re bloody alright.”

Eric was tense for a moment, but then he relaxed, putting his thumbnail between his teeth and chewing idly. “Good… that’s good, right?”

Denny chuckled and leaned back into the seat.

Eric was more than just a likable kid. He was actually a very good kid, but Denny had the feeling that he ought to stay on guard.

  *

Denny’s gut was right.

The crime scene was a mess, with half of the old single wide trailer scattered across half an acre. The entire team stood back as Walter walked through it, but then they all gathered around him for his report.

“This is simple,” Walter said. “Jack Ramey owns the place, he’s the deputy sheriff who was killed. He lived here with his son, Lee, who was gone this morning when the bomb went off because he had already left for school. The explosion happened in the kitchen, and the bomb had apparently been hidden under the sink. The entire kitchen was blown to bits, and the debris went through some of the thin walls. Deputy Ramey and three other men had been sitting in the kitchen when it happened, and all four of them died instantly from the shockwave and impacts from the debris, according to the medical examiner.”

Sheriff James Merton, who was there with them, nodded his head. “That’s right,” he said. “Jack and some of his neighbors all tend to get together in the morning before he comes to work. They sit around his table and drink coffee.” He shook his head. “Well, they did.”

Sam nodded. “Did the deputy have any enemies that you know of?”

“Jack? He was a cop, so I’m sure there were a few, but nobody around here would do something like this. I know just about everybody in this town, and none of the people we handle could be this kind of violent. Even the drug dealers around here are smalltime, we’ve never had any of the kind of problems they get in the bigger towns.”

Sam nodded, then turned to Eric. “Eric? You see anything that might shed light on this?”

Eric looked at him. “Can I walk around for a minute?”

“Sure,” Sam said. “Look at anything you need to.”

Eric nodded and started toward the remains of the trailer, carefully picking his way through the debris that was scattered all over the ground. He stopped and looked at numerous items that were laying on the grass, picking up a few carefully and then putting them back where he had found them. After about fifteen minutes, he returned to Sam and the others.

“The deputy had a son,” he said. “Based on what I see, I would say he is the most likely suspect at the moment.”

Merton appeared shocked. “Lee? Oh, no way. We had to go pick the kid up from school, he’s in shock over this.”

Sam looked at Eric, who appeared pretty confident. “Even so, Sheriff, I think we need to take a look at him. Perhaps we could get his school records, and if he has any kind of police record…”

“I’m telling you, there’s no way,” Merton said. “Lee loved his daddy to pieces. No way in the world he would never do anything to hurt him, or anybody else, for that matter. We can get you his school records, but the kid don’t have no police record at all.”

“All right, then,” Sam said. “Let’s take a look at the school records, then.”

That was when things began to change. They went to the sheriff’s office and sat down at a table while the sheriff arranged for Lee’s file to be brought from the school. As soon as it arrived, he handed it over to Sam, and they all started going through it together.

The boy was just about to turn sixteen. He wasn’t quite a model student, but he wasn’t a serious troublemaker, either. There were a few minor reprimands in his record, but nothing serious; most of them had been for rudeness or minor outbursts during class. The only thing of any real relevance appeared to be occasional trips to visit the school counselor, but the subject of the visits was considered confidential.

Lee was in a room at the sheriff’s office where deputies occasionally took naps when they were working late. There was a cot in the room, and the boy was laying on it, apparently asleep. Sam peeked in at him, but decided to leave it be for the moment. He and the sheriff went back to the table and Sam asked about the boy’s mother.

“Jack and Sophie never got married,” Merton explained. “She got pregnant just before Jack shipped out with the army for Afghanistan, and Lee was born while he was still on his first tour of duty. They were planning to be married as soon as he got home, but then Sophie came down with some kind of cancer, something in her kidneys. She was gone less than two weeks after the doctors figured out what was wrong with her. Jack came home after that. He took a hardship discharge so he could raise Lee. I hired him right about then, and he was with us ever since.”

“Is that why he resented them?” Eric asked suddenly. “The little boy and his mother? Was it because he had to leave the army?”

Sam reminded himself that Eric was… well, he was still a kid. They weren’t very good at contact or societal constraints, and everyone knew that. Sheriff Merton and his men had all been warned ahead of time, but that didn’t stop them from getting angry.

“Hey,” Sheriff Merton responded to the rhetorical question. “Jack served his country and this town. He was a good cop and a good man.”

“Yeah? Apparently, he was a good man that didn’t have a single photo of his only son or the boy’s mother anywhere in his entire house. You might want to bury him in his uniform. He seems pretty fond of that, considering that every photo he owned was only of himself.”

“Eric.” Sam gave him a sideways glare and a slight shake of the head, but Eric didn’t seem all that perturbed. “Sheriff, he does raise a bit of a point. Could it be that there was some animosity between the father and son that you aren’t aware of?”

Merton was glaring at Eric, but he shook his head. “I’m telling you, the kid loved his daddy. Whenever Jack was off duty, the two of them were always together.”

“And you never considered the possibility that it was because Jack wanted to keep his son under control?” Eric asked. “You never considered the possibility that Lee wanted to do something other than hang out with his father?”

Denny looked at Sam, a silent message passing between them.

They said he didn’t work well with other people. Maybe this is what they meant.

“You don’t know what you’re talking about,” Merton said. “Jack and Lee…”

“According to Lee’s school record, he asked several times to speak with the school counselor,” Eric said. “There’s no indication what they talked about, but every meeting was at Lee’s request. That means he had a problem he wanted to talk about, and he wanted to talk to someone who would keep it quiet. If Lee didn’t have any social life of his own, which he couldn’t have had if he was always with his father, there was bound to be resentment. If the resentment went both ways, then you are probably looking at a situation that involved verbal, and possibly physical, abuse.”

Merton glared at Eric, and Sam tossed a glance at Denny, silently telling him to get ready for intervention.

“Now, look here,” Merton said, but Eric cut him off.

“I’m just curious, sheriff, but did anyone ever bother to ask Lee how he was feeling? Did anyone ever wonder why he was never allowed to go anywhere alone?”

Sam held out a hand toward Eric. “Eric, you don’t know that the boy was always under his father’s thumb,” he said. “Why are you assuming so?”

Eric turned to look at him. “Listen to what the sheriff has said,” Eric said. “The general consensus of opinion is that Lee and his father were always together when the boy wasn’t in school. Can you honestly tell me that any teenage boy would always, without fail, choose to be with his dad every minute outside of school? Lee is going on sixteen; he needed to be developing friendships of his own, hanging out with girls, learning how to be his own person.” He turned back to the sheriff. “But the only thing anybody knows about him is that he was always with his dad. That’s unusual, that’s abnormal, and it almost always indicates some kind of an abusive relationship.“Merton looked like he was about to explode, so Sam stepped forward, strategically placing himself between Eric and Merton, with one hand a bit outstretched. “Eric, that’s enough.”

“No, it isn’t. You brought me along to consult, so I’m consulting.” Eric turned back to the sheriff. “When we went to the crime scene, I found dozens of pictures of Jack, but no pictures, no report cards or anything else that was about Lee. According to school records, Lee is extremely intelligent, so that means he probably had a lot of things that his father should have been proud of, things that could be framed or put on display. They weren’t. Nothing was, not even a childhood painting. Clearly, this also explains why there’s no father of the year award in the collection.”

Eric put his hands on his hips. “Mr. Prichard, did you notice Lee’s science scores? He’s only a sophomore, but he’s taking senior level chemistry and mechanical arts. Do you really think it would be hard for him to put together an improvised explosive device and get it to go off after he left for school?”

Merton lunged at Eric like a crazy man, but Sam was quicker and managed to hold him back before he could get hold of the kid.

“Sheriff!”

“You little smar—”

“Sheriff, Eric is on loan to my company.” Sam pushed Merton back a bit. “You can’t attack him, or you’ll be facing criminal charges of your own. I don’t want to put you through that, particularly because he’s making a lot of sense.”

Denny looked over his shoulder, but no one outside the room appeared aware of the altercation. Hopefully, they could keep things at least somewhat discreet.

“I’m just saying—”

Denny put his finger to Eric’s lips. “Not another bloody word.” He tried, and failed, to ignore the way Eric had flinched back at the sudden movement. “Right, Sam?”

“Unless it’s something helpful regarding the case,” Sam began, no flexibility whatsoever in his voice, “then, no, I don’t want to hear another word.”

Denny looked back at the angry young man behind his finger. “Keep it together, lad. Next time the sheriff wants to take your head off, I think Sam just might let him.” Denny slowly lowered his finger. “I get that you’re a genius, and you guys…” He gestured with his hands to indicate something undefined. “…do this, whatever this is, but you’re gonna have to act like a normal person until we get you back to Denver. Got it?”

Eric stared at him, the fight fading from his eyes. It wasn’t replaced with the former Eric, though. It was replaced with cold, burning rage; simmering anger that needed just a little more heat to boil over again.

“Got it.” Eric gave a single nod, lips pressed together, looking at Denny as if he were the stupidest man on the planet. “I’ll keep it together.”

“Good.” Denny took a step back and lowered his hand.

Sam gave Merton some space, all four men exchanging various looks, and a silence settled over the room. Denny looked to Sam, hoping to receive an order of some sort, but Sam looked like he didn’t know exactly how to move forward, either. Denny looked at Merton, who still looked more lost than anything, and then he looked back at Eric, who hadn’t changed at all.

“Sheriff,” he said, “I think it’s time we talk with Lee.”

Merton turned and stared at him for a moment, then appeared to deflate a bit. “Fine,” he said. “I’ll go wake him up and bring him in here.” He looked at Eric. “But he,” he said emphatically, “keeps his mouth shut.”

He stormed out the door and pushed past the rest of the team, who were waiting outside the room. Summer poked her head inside for a moment, and Sam motioned for her to come on in.

“Everything okay?” she asked.

“Not entirely,” Sam said softly. “Do me a favor and stay close to Eric, will you? He seems to like you. Maybe you can keep him calmer than Denny and I have managed to do.”

She looked at him for a moment, then walked over to where Eric was standing with his hands in his pockets. “Eric? You all right?”

Eric looked at her, but said nothing. After a moment, he looked down at the floor, but he didn’t object when she laid a hand on his shoulder.

A sudden commotion caught their attention and Sheriff Merton burst through the door once again. His eyes were wide and wild looking.

“Lee’s gone,” he said. “He’s gone, but that’s not the worst of it. I just found the deputy who was watching him in the men’s room, stabbed to death, and his gun is missing.”


FIVE

Sam had always thought of himself as a patient man. Had he lost his temper? Not quite, but for most of the time, he was able to keep himself relatively calm no matter what was happening. He was known for it, and he was used to people being able to count on his remaining calm.

Eric, however, could get to him. He had a knack for getting on every single one of Sam’s nerves, right down to the very last one.

“Given the circumstances, you’re lucky he hasn’t killed more,” Eric said. 

He wasn’t even supposed to be at the case briefing. He was supposed to be getting coffee.

“It sounds like you’re saying the victims deserved this.” Merton was glaring at him again.

“Well, I’m certainly not saying they didn’t.”

“Eric, a word.” 

Sam beckoned him with a finger and walked to the nearest empty room, somehow managing to keep his temper under control. He didn’t yet know what he was going to say, but he could only ask the locals to excuse so many infractions based on the ‘he’s just a kid’ excuse.

Sam took a few steps into the room and turned to face Eric, wasting no time in getting down to business. “What was that supposed to be?”

“It was the truth,” Eric shot back, letting the door slam behind him. “They could have done something to help. They knew Lee, they knew his father, so they have no excuse.”

“Excuse for what?” Sam didn’t bother to suppress the disbelief in his voice.

“They left that kid in a dangerous environment, disregarded his obvious downward spiral, and thought there wouldn’t be any repercussions. It’s stupid, and now you’re going to start defending them.”

“I’m not defending anyone, I’m trying to stop a killer.” Sam narrowed his eyes a bit, keeping his tone firm but careful not to come across as too harsh. “We need them to cooperate with us if we want to keep anybody else from getting hurt, including Lee.”

“So, what? You’re going to kiss their asses so you can throw their victim in jail? This is their fault.” Eric gestured wildly to the door behind him. “They should have seen the signs. They should have done something.”

“Sometimes nobody sees the signs, Eric, and it doesn’t always…”

“Nobody sees the signs because nobody pays any attention, Mr. Prichard!” Eric yelled, raising his voice for the first time since they met, and Sam was briefly silenced by the outburst. “Nobody pays any attention until the right person gets hurt, and then, when they finally do, all they say is that it isn’t their fault. People like you never give a damn about kids like me, and as long as the world goes on that way, there are always gonna be serial killers. There’s always gonna be tons of people who aren’t quite abused enough to count as real victims; who aren’t important enough to the world to count as real victims, who aren’t quite innocent enough to count as real victims. The world ignores them, and then when they flip out and have victims of their own, victims you decide are worthy of justice, then they get the blame for everything, because otherwise the world has to admit that they treated another human being like shit, and nobody’s going to go for that.”

Sam waited a few seconds and then raised a brow. “Are you finished?”

Eric glared at him, but said nothing.

“Good.” Sam put his hands on his hips, using a no-nonsense tone that was surprisingly calm given his skyrocketing blood pressure. “Eric, we don’t have time to get into a big fight about what these people could or should have done to keep this from happening. No matter how Lee wound up this way, he has now killed five people. Now it’s our job to stop him before he can hurt anybody else.” He nodded to the closed door behind Eric. “Now I want you to go with Summer. She’s going back to the house to try to figure out what Lee’s end game might be.”

Eric scoffed and spread his arms. “So, what, you’re punishing me?”

“No, I’m putting you to work.” Sam stepped past him and opened the door. “Look at it as a compliment. You don’t use somebody you think of as a piece of shit, right?”

Eric stood still for a moment and glared at him silently, making Sam think of a pan about to boil over on the stove.

Sam didn’t have time to worry about Eric’s feelings. If Eric was about to blow, then so be it. There had to be some reason he was on medication, right?

Eric suddenly looked as if he were about to cry, and then he lowered his head and hurried past Sam toward the door. 

This will be a nightmare to clean up, Sam thought, taking a moment to pull himself together. One thing at a time, Prichard. One thing at a time.

Taking a deep breath, Sam left the room and approached Summer and Sheriff Merton, already dreading how the rest of the day might go.

  *

Summer sighed and dropped onto Lee’s bed, discouraged. Eric wasn’t wrong. There really should be some indications of a father’s love and pride around here somewhere, but there weren’t any.

Incoming Call… The caller ID told her it was Sam.

She answered immediately. “Sam?”

“Yeah, it’s me,” Sam said. “How is Eric doing?”

“I’m not sure,” she said. “He’s outside. Last I knew, he was still mumbling about how people should’ve seen this coming, and to be honest, Sam, I kind of agree with him.”

“But he seems to be calming down?”

“For the most part,” Summer said. “I’ve got to tell you, Sam, sometimes he just about breaks my heart.”

“Yeah,” Sam said. “Mine, too. Go and check on him, will you?”

She got up and went out of Lee’s bedroom, making her way through the shattered end of the trailer until she spotted Eric squatting in the yard. He was holding something in his hand and looking at it closely.

“He seems okay right now,” she said. “He’s looking at some of the debris in the yard. He said you sent him with me as some kind of punishment. Is that right?”

“He wants to argue with the local police, and I can’t allow that.” Sam sighed exasperatedly, and Summer could tell the problem was a lot more complicated than he had time to explain. “He blames the police and the townspeople for how Lee turned out.”

She pursed her lips and continued to watch Eric and the yard. “I hate to say it, but he’s not completely wrong. Everyone is a product of their environment, and the people around you are a big part of that.” She shrugged, even though Sam couldn’t see it. “Not everybody has it easy.”

“I know that, Summer.” Sam’s tone was unusually clipped and terse. “Did you find anything new at the house?”

Her first instinct was to ask about the sudden change in his demeanor, but she decided to let it go. “I got into Lee’s computer, and it turns out he had a bit of a crush on the sheriff’s dispatcher, Danielle Simmons. It looks like she might have been trying to help him. Based on everything he wrote, it looks like he was able to confide some of his problems to her, and she might’ve even stood up to his father for him once or twice.”

“You think she’s an accomplice?”

“No, that’s not the way it feels. I don’t think he would do anything that might put her in danger, and getting her involved in the murders would definitely do that. I was trying to get inside his head, figure out how she fits into his plan, but I don’t know anything about her.”

Sam sighed on the other end of the line. “Alright, we’ll look into Danielle and see if she knows anything.” He paused. “When we get back to Denver, I need to talk to you, but let’s close this case first.”

Summer made a wry smile. “You bet.”

The line went dead, and Summer pulled the phone away from her ear, looking at it. That was mysterious. 

“Ms. Raines?” Eric came toward the house. “I heard you talking on the phone. I think I might be able to come up with an idea where he’s hiding.”

Summer looked at him. “What have you got in mind?”

Eric smiled shyly. “Let me take a look at his computer.” He climbed up into the wreckage and went down the hall to Lee’s room, and Summer followed him.

Eric was sitting on the bed, in the exact spot Summer had vacated a few moments earlier. He had Lee’s laptop sitting on his knees and was scanning the contents of numerous documents, mumbling to himself as the words scrolled rapidly up the screen. She stood quietly in the doorway, not wanting to interrupt his train of thought.

What would it be like, she wondered, to be able to read so many words so fast? Summer loved to read, but it would take her a week to get through a typical romance novel. She couldn’t imagine trying to read any of the real epics out there, because it would take her months to get through them. If she could read like Eric, though, then it might be more feasible to try something like one of the big Stephen King books.

Her reverie was interrupted a second later, when Eric suddenly gasped. He looked up at her just as she focused her attention on him.

“I think I know where he is,” he said.

Summer’s eyes went wide. “Where?”

“There’s an abandoned water tower outside of town,” Eric said. “It’s only mentioned one time in everything I read, but it looks like Lee has been planning to use it like a personal hideout, somewhere he could go to be alone. If he’s looking for a place to hide, that’s where he would go.”

Summer nodded. “Let’s go,” she said. “We have to get this back to Sam, now.”

  *

Sam had underestimated Eric. He had no idea what was coming, even after Eric had angrily shoved his vest into Sam’s arms with a mumbled, “You’re going to end up shooting someone who never even had a chance. I’m not gonna be a part of that. It’ll be like nothing but target practice.”

Yes, the display had been irritating, and the comments Eric had been making all day had Sam on the verge of pulling his hair out, but Sam still didn’t have any idea what was going to happen.

He didn’t even suspect anything until they got to the water tower and Lee wasn’t there. That was when Sam realized Eric had used the water tower to throw them off the actual trail, bringing them just close enough to get Eric the chance to put himself between them and their suspect.

Lee hadn’t been in the water tower; that actually would have been impossible, because the ladder that had once run up one of the legs had long since rusted away. While Sheriff Merton, his deputies and Sam’s team were all focused on the water tower, Eric had slipped away into the woods beside it.

Two hundred yards away, he found the entrance to the cave right where Lee’s notes had said it would be. It wasn’t until he began calling out to the boy that Sam and the others realized what was going on.

Eric, you idiot, Sam thought, you’re going to get yourself killed.

Eric was standing in the entrance to the cave. “Lee, my name is Eric,” he called out. “I don’t have a gun. I’m not a cop.” Eric took a few steps, holding his hands over his head. “I just want to talk to you.”

“Yeah?” Lee yelled. “Well, I don’t want to talk to you, so stay back!”

Denny leaned over to Sam, speaking in a harsh whisper. “Sam, the lad has no social skills, and he’s gotten himself involved in this case emotionally. He’s likely to set Lee off and get himself shot.”

“I know, but there’s nothing we can do unless we can get Lee in our sights,” Sam let out a breath slowly, using the adrenaline in his system to his advantage. “If we tried anything, we’ll only get Eric killed sooner. Now, let me think.”

Eric walked slowly, his voice filled with a confidence and calmness it usually lacked. “I know you were only trying to protect yourself,” he said. “I know you felt trapped, and didn’t know any other way to save yourself.”

“Stay back! I’m telling you, don’t come any closer, stay right where you are!”

Eric kept moving forward, crouching a bit to place Lee higher than himself.

That, at least, was smart.

“I know you didn’t mean to kill anyone but your dad. I know the more you tried to get him to let up on you, the worse things got, and everybody just stood by and watched you suffer. Nobody but Danielle even tried to help.”

“They didn’t.” Lee’s voice was rough, and filled with pain. “Nobody did.”

“I know that,” Eric replied softly, still inching forward.

“No. No, you don’t.” Lee shook his head, rising a bit so Eric could see him, see the gun in his hand. “You don’t know the half of it!”

Eric put his hands a little higher and shouted, “Lee, I’ve been there! I know what you’re feeling, I know what you’ve been through. I know what it’s like to go through hell and not have anybody seem to care even a little bit.”

It was enough to make Lee stop, and Sam let out a breath he hadn’t realized he was holding.

Eric crept a little closer as he spoke, keeping himself small and non-threatening. “My dad didn’t want me, either. I wasn’t good enough for him, I guess, but at least I still had my mom. If I hadn’t…” He squirmed where he stood, fingers twitching above his head. “She was the only one who cared about me, but she had to work a lot. With nobody watching me, I got into some things I shouldn’t have been involved in, and I ended up in a lot of trouble. I’m like you, because if anybody had paid attention, if anybody had just taken a good look at me, they would’ve seen what was going on, but nobody did.”

“Sam, what is he doing?”

“I don’t know.”

“If he makes something up—”

“I don’t think he is. There’s a reason he relates to Lee.”

“But if Lee doesn’t respond to him?”

“I know, I know, just let me think.”

But what could they do? They were still stuck where Eric had left them, hiding behind their cars with no way to get closer to Lee.

Eric reached over to scratch his arm above his head, a gesture Lee didn’t seem to notice in the slightest. “I guess the only good thing is,” he said, “that they got me before I could really hurt anybody. I’m sure I probably would’ve done something, sooner or later, but they got me before I could.”

Lee gave him a jerky, almost frightened nod.  “Nobody cared enough to stop me before this happened,” he said.

Denny whispered again. “He’s got some kind of trust established. This could be good, Sam.”

Sam nodded. “Could be,” he said.

Eric cleared his throat, his voice dying down somewhat. “Your dad,” he said. “He was hurting you, right?” 

“Nobody’s going to believe me,” Lee said. “Nobody cares. Jack Ramey was a hero around here, and heroes can’t do anything wrong.”

“That’s not true,” Eric said. “He was hurting you, and sometimes he was hurting you pretty bad. He would hit you, and sometimes even beat you. Was it because of your mother? Did he blame you because she died?”

“No.” Lee shook his head, taking half a step back. “No, he blamed me because I was born. If I hadn’t been born, he could have stayed in the army. That’s all I ever heard out of him, how he had to give up everything he wanted because of me.”

Eric nodded. “That’s why he hit you. He hit you, and he beat you, and sometimes you just wanted to make it all stop, right? You just wanted to make him stop, and so finally you made him stop the only way you knew how. That was a pretty powerful bomb you made. I saw what it did, that was pretty big. But now, now you feel like you went too far, right? You feel like the only thing standing between you and suicide is trying to figure out how to protect Danielle. Am I right?”

“It’s not like that,” Lee said. “I’m already dead. There’s no other way, now.”

“No, you’re not.” Eric shook his head and took a few more steps toward Lee. “You’re alive, and you love Danielle, and you don’t want to leave her. I know you don’t. You know what it’s like to be left behind, so you wouldn’t want to do that to her.”

Lee appeared to struggle with himself, looking at his gun, not putting it down but not aiming it directly at Eric anymore. “You… you bring her so I can talk to her, all right? Bring her here, outside, where you are.”

Eric shook his head. “They aren’t going to let me do that, but Danielle is at the sheriff’s office. You come on out and let them arrest you, then you can talk to her when we get there. You can tell her goodbye, at least for now. Maybe one day you can even come back and see her again, but only if you put down the gun.”

Lee looked at the gun in his hand, and for a moment it looked as if he were going to set it down. “I… I don’t know, I don’t know what to do.”

“Lee, look at me. I’m standing right here between you and them. If they try to hurt you, they’re going to have to kill me first, and I don’t think they’ll do that. I’ll be right here with you, Lee, you don’t have to do this alone.”

“I don’t want to do it at all.” Lee shook his head and looked at Eric helplessly. “I don’t even want to do it for her.” He grimaced, unable to put his feelings into words.

“I know. I understand, you don’t have to put it into words. I know how, every time you start to feel happy, you suddenly think about how bad you’re going to feel when that feeling goes away. I’ve been there, Lee, and I tried to escape, too. I tried three times, but things have happened since then—good things, things I was so happy to be alive for, things that were worth it. You have to believe me when I say it really can get better.” Eric took a few more steps and gently placed his hands on Lee’s gun. “Let’s put the gun down and go outside. We can do it together.”

Lee looked at him, and then he looked at the gun that was still in his hand, the gun that was still pointed at Eric’s chest.

“For once in your life, Lee,” Eric said, “I’m going to make sure that you come first. I promise. Just put the gun down.”

Lee slowly crouched, placing the gun on the floor of the cave and then lifting his hands over his head.

Sam and Denny rushed forward, several deputies on their heels. Denny got to him first and cuffed Lee with Sam covering him, and Eric grabbed onto Lee’s arm, glaring at Sam. If they wanted to get him off, they really would have to pry his hands away.

“Denny, take them outside.” Sam spoke evenly, staring Eric dead in the eye, relief evident in his voice. “And when this is over, Eric and I are going to have a long talk.”

Eric looked Sam in the eye, but he didn’t say anything. He stayed close to Lee, and when Denny began to push them toward the car, Eric didn’t fight it at all.

Sam holstered his weapon and let out a sigh, rubbing his forehead and moving back toward the cars. They didn’t need him to wrap up the case, and he needed a break. 

  *

Jade walked up to Denny and handed him a coffee. “They still in there?”

Denny nodded solemnly and looked through the window to the holding cell, taking a sip from the cup. “Lee looks like he hasn’t been able to cry in years. Eric is just holding him and telling him everything is going to be okay.”

Jade got a little closer and leaned to look in the window, taking in the scene for herself.

Denny had pegged it. Lee’s head was buried in Eric’s shoulder, his own shoulders heaving as he wept, and Eric had both arms wrapped around him. Every now and then, Eric would stroke Lee’s hair or rub his back, but he would finally go back to a simple hug.

“Strange. Most of the time, Eric can barely sit still for more than a few seconds, but he isn’t having any trouble just sitting there with Lee.” Jade squinted a bit, confused by what she saw, and she stepped back from the door. 

Jade bit her lip briefly and cautiously pressed for talk. “Hey. You alright?”

Denny didn’t answer for a moment, but then he turned his head to look at her. “I’m glad we didn’t have to shoot Lee, but what if Eric had been wrong?”

Jade nodded, remembering how scared she had been throughout the entire negotiation. “He’s so young.”

“There were a few times I honestly thought he might get himself shot.” He sighed and rubbed his face. “I understand why he feels close to Lee, but it’s like—it’s like playing with explosive, and Eric doesn’t seem to understand it.”

Jade flashed a knowing smile and bumped against him. “You can say it, you know.”

Denny frowned at her. “Say what?”

“That you were worried about him. That you were scared something was going to happen to him.”

Denny looked back into the room and nodded slowly. “Yeah, I bloody well was.”

“Don’t feel bad,” she said. “I think my heart was in my throat the entire time.”

Lee could have felt like things had just gone too far, or maybe Eric trying to get through to him could have made him angry. Eric could have moved too quickly and startled him, making him pull the trigger.

With just one wrong move, that young face, framed by blond waves, might have been covered in blood as Eric lay dying, just another victim of the kid who couldn’t take any more.

Jade shook herself, forcing the mental image out of her head, and cleared her throat. 

She left without waiting for Denny to respond, her stomach doing flip-flops. She had a few things of her own that she wanted to say about his reckless behavior, but she doubted she would ever get the chance. Besides, Eric probably already knew what he had done wrong.

And if not, Sam would be sure to explain it to him in no uncertain detail.

  *

“Did you stop to think for even a second before you walked out there? Did you give even a moment‘s thought for what was likely to happen if Lee didn’t listen to you? Do you have even the slightest idea how close you came to dying out there? You were irrational, irresponsible, and inconsiderate. You didn’t—”

“But it worked,” Eric said angrily. “I was sure it would.”

It was all Sam could do not to grab Eric and throw him off the hotel roof. The time they had been away from each other had done anything to reduce either of their tempers, and after ten minutes of Eric just standing there, staring at him, Sam was ready to snap.Instead, he looked Eric in the eye and spoke slowly and clearly. “You put your own life and the lives of everyone around you at risk, just so you could make a point.”

“It was a good point,” Eric shot back, fists clenched at his sides, eyes blazing. “Lee put down his gun and gave up, and nobody got hurt. That’s a positive outcome.”

“It’s nothing but a lucky break,” Sam said. “You couldn’t possibly know how Lee was going to respond, you simply assumed it would be the way you wanted. You were completely unprepared for any other result.” He paused and tried to add a softer tone to his voice. “You may feel connected to Lee, Eric, but that isn’t always enough.”

“You may be a detective, Mr. Prichard, but that doesn’t mean you know anything about who I am!” Eric spat out the words, his anger intense. “I could understand Lee better than you or anybody else ever could. Don’t get angry at me for doing what needed to be done.”

Sam got the urge to wring the kid’s neck again, but he stifled it. “You did a lot of good, Eric, I’m not arguing that point. The problem is that you put yourself and everybody else at risk by going about it the way you did.”

“I saved lives, Mr. Prichard. I saved Lee’s life, because the sheriff wanted to shoot him like a mad dog, and I got him to stop killing anybody else. I think I did something pretty good, here.”

Sam just stared at him for a moment. “Eric, I understand that you feel like he didn’t really have a chance, but you have to remember that he put himself in the position he was in. He’s the one who decided to take matters into his own hands, rather than reaching out for help. You keep insisting that the others around him should have seen what was happening to him, but that doesn’t absolve him of the responsibility to speak up. If he had gone to his teachers, the school counselor, anybody, and told them the truth, somebody would have intervened. It wouldn’t have been necessary for him to take things as far as they went.”

“And you think somebody would’ve listened? People don’t listen to people like Lee, or people like me. That’s reality, Mr. Prichard, that’s the truth, whether you like hearing it or not.”

“Eric, do you honestly believe that?” Sam asked. “Do you honestly believe that no one would have cared that Lee was being abused?”

Eric just glared at him. “That’s how it is, Mr. Prichard,” Eric said, vehemence in his voice. “That’s the world people like he and I have to live in. People like Lee and me? All we really want is a chance to live a normal life, but people like you exist to make sure we can’t ever have it. Your job is to protect the rest of the world from us, remember?”

Sam stared at him, shocked. “You think that’s what I do? You think I just use my position to victimize people?”

“Well, maybe not all the time,” Eric said. “But when you come upon a situation like this, it’s what the world expects of you. Poor little Lee, he’s been kicked around and beaten and abused all his life, and nobody ever bothered to try to get him out of that situation, but now that he’s had enough and fought back, now he’s the bad guy. Now he’s the one you have to lock up, he’s the one you have to control.” He pointed at the gun in Sam’s holster. “Or maybe he’s the one you just have to get rid of, right?”

Sam slapped him across the face, and Eric reeled. He put a hand to his face and stared at Sam, but he made no move to fight back.

“Do you feel better, now? I was getting out of control, right? You had to bring me back under control, right?”

“No, I don’t feel better. I feel sick, because I let this get so out of hand. Eric, while you might think I was just trying to get rid of Lee, that isn’t the case. I was trying to think of some way to bring him in without letting him get hurt.” Sam clenched his fists for a moment, then pointed back toward the door that led down into the hotel. “You go ask anybody on my team,” he said. “I will always, always try every way I possibly can to end the situation without hurting anybody, but sometimes that is impossible. Sometimes the only way to stop the killer is by killing them, and somebody has to be willing to do that when it’s necessary. Now, I’m very glad you were able to talk Lee down today, which you haven’t considered is what I would’ve had to do if he decided to take you hostage. I would’ve had no choice but to tell Denny Cortlandt to use his skills as an SAS sniper to put a bullet through the center of Lee’s forehead. I would’ve had to do that to make sure you were safe, not because I wanted anything to happen to Lee. Until you got between us, I intended to do everything possible to get Lee to surrender peacefully.”

Eric stared at him, confusion obvious in his face. “But I talked him down,” he said. “I did the right thing, I got him to put the gun down so nobody else got hurt.”

“Yes, you did,” Sam said. “Unfortunately, you also put yourself right in the line of fire. If he had started shooting toward the sheriff’s men, do you think they would’ve hesitated to return that fire? You would have been caught in the crossfire, Eric, and you probably would’ve been dead. Or is that what you wanted? Were you actually trying to get yourself killed out there, right along with him?”

“Would’ve been better than letting him die alone,” Eric said, lowering his eyes to the roof he was standing on. “At least I understood what it felt like for him, all alone against the world the way he was.”

“And what would I have told your mother? I’m sorry, Mrs. Brenner, your son decided to be a hero today and got himself killed. Do you think that would work? Would that make her feel better, that you got yourself killed trying to help another kid who had been treated like crap in this world?”

Eric continued to look at the surface under his feet for a moment, but then he raised his eyes to Sam’s. “You really would have told her?” he asked Sam let out a quiet sigh and reached out to tousle the kid’s hair. “Eric, I understand that the world hasn’t been fair to you, and I’m sorry about what happened to you, but—”

“This isn’t about what happened to me, Mr. Prichard!” Eric shouted. “I got myself in trouble because I was too smart for my own good, but I didn’t understand people would take advantage of me. I thought I was just having a good time with some friends, other people like me who love computers and figuring out how to do things nobody else could do. If I’d only thought about the things they were asking me to do, I probably would’ve figured out that something was wrong, but I was just having too much fun to pay attention.” He shook his head. “Lee was another whole story. He didn’t do anything wrong until he got fed up, but nobody was willing to look at the fact that he was only trying to protect himself. Somebody had to see his point of view, and since nobody else was willing, I figured it had to be me.”

“But that wasn’t your job, Eric,” Sam said. “It was mine, and you didn’t give me a chance to do it. And, to be perfectly honest, I think your real problem is about what happened to you, and maybe we should talk about that.”

“No, it isn’t,” Eric said. “There’s nothing to talk about.”

“Eric, please, just listen to me for…”

“No! No, we are not going to talk about that.”

“Eric, quit interrupting me when I’m trying to…”

“I don’t want to hear it, Mr. Prichard,” Eric shouted. “I don’t want to hear any more about it, you don’t understand what you’re talking about anyway, you know?”

“Eric.” Sam fixed his eyes on Eric’s, and the kid clamped his mouth shut as he returned the stare. “Do not interrupt me again. Have I made myself perfectly clear?”

“Yes, sir.” Eric said sarcastically. “Whatever you say, sir.”

Sam bit his bottom lip for a moment, then opened his mouth again. “Eric, I know this isn’t easy for you, because you’re used to seeing the ways things go wrong, but just because things didn’t go right for you or Lee, it doesn’t mean that it’s always that way. There are good parents, good teachers, good mentors and friends and strangers. I meant what I said. I’m sorry for what happened to you, but…”

Eric turned his face away, and Sam reached out gently and turned his face back so they could look into each other’s eyes.

“As I said, I’m sorry for what happened to you. I’m also very sorry for what happened to Lee. Those kinds of things should never have happened to either of you, or to anyone else. You both have a right to be treated better than that, but you also have to recognize that there are certain boundaries that cannot be crossed. You were charged with helping to hack a government agency, which is pretty bad, but it’s not as bad as murdering five people. Lee took things to an extreme that could have been avoided if he had only told someone what was happening to him.”

Eric pulled his head away and tried to leave, but Sam held onto his arm and pulled him back. He took Eric’s shoulders in his hands and caught a brief glimpse of teary eyes before Eric ducked his head.

“Eric,” Sam continued softly. “What happened to you wasn’t fair. You shouldn’t have been punished so severely just for wanting to fit in. Someone should have done something to protect you, and if I had been there, I hope you believe that I would have tried. I would have done anything I could to help you, but the way you acted today is not going to help you, or anyone else. It’s going to get you killed, and I don’t want that to happen.”

Eric shook his head, but Sam kept talking softly. 

“What if we hadn’t called on to where you went, and we waited at the water tower while you and he were alone at the cave? What if you had actually gotten yourself shot and Lee had ended up dead?”

“Shut up.”

“Eric—”

“I don’t want to hear it!”

“I’m trying to make you understand, Eric,” Sam said. “I’m…”

“I’m not stupid, Mr. Prichard!”

“I know you’re not stupid, Eric. On the contrary, you are incredibly intelligent.”

“Yeah,” Eric scoffed. “I’m too damn smart for my own good. People like you don’t give a shit about people like me. You never have. You’re lying.”

Sam blew out a blast of air, and his face set into stone. “Eric, I do care. I don’t do this job to hurt people. I do it to try to make the world a better place for everyone.”

“Yeah, right.”

“Eric—”

“You’re lying! You’re a liar, just like everybody else who says they care!”

Sam let go of him and pointed toward the door again. “We’ll be heading back to Denver in about an hour. Go find Summer, see if she needs your help with anything.”

Eric stared at him for a moment, then walked slowly over toward the door, leaving Sam alone on the rooftop.

Sam stood there for a moment, just looking out over the small town. 

He heard the door to the stairwell open, and turned to see Denny walking toward him. He faced forward again, trying to decide whether or not he had the mental capacity for another talk.

“It sounds like things went all balls-up up here.” Denny said as he joined Sam on the roof.

Sam shook his head, exhausted from the flood of emotions he been dealing with. “For a couple of minutes there, I thought I was getting him to understand, but then I guess I said something wrong. By the time we were finished, he just kept calling me a liar and left it at that.”

“Wow,” Denny said. “That’s not good. Any idea how to reach the lad?”

Sam gave a shrug and shook his head. “Not a clue,” he said. “I can’t even convince him that I care what happens to him.”

“Did you know that he was hugging Lee?”

Sam just looked at him. “Really?”

“Really. The sheriff let him go into the holding cell with Lee and they talked for a few minutes, but then Lee just started crying. Eric put his arms around him and held him, and they just sat there like that for the longest time.”

Sam grinned, and it surprised him. “Good. That may have been exactly what they both needed.”

Denny nodded, and they just stood there in silence for a moment.

“Summer told me on the phone,” Sam said, “that not everyone gets the break they need, as if I didn’t already know that.” He shook his head again. “I wish there was something I could do for this kid, you know?”

Denny only chuckled. “It’s all good, mate. You couldn’t pay me all the money in the world to relive today in your shoes.”

Sam chuckled, too, but a bit softer. “You have no idea,” he said, and then his phone rang.

Denny looked over Sam’s shoulder and saw Indie’s name and picture on the display, then clapped Sam on the back and turned away. “See you inside, mate.”

Sam sighed. “Yeah.” He put the phone up to his ear.  “Hey, babe,” he said. “Yeah, I was going to be calling you in just a minute anyway.”

  *

Sam looked up when the pilot announced they would be landing, but then his eyes went back to the notes he was making. Indie was holding dinner for him, so he intended to go straight home when they landed. The notes would help him finish his paperwork in the morning, leaving little time to spend with Eric over the next couple of days.

Taking Eric out into the field had been a mistake, but Sam didn’t like the idea of locking him up again. There was something about that hospital that was bothering him, and some sort of an idea was rolling around the back of his mind. He had already done a little bit of research to see what steps he would have to take to get Eric out of there, and he was planning to think more on it in the morning.

Keeping Eric with the company full time would mean Sam had to fill out dozens of forms, and would probably require the services of an attorney. He would have to get the permanent residency approved by DHS, and ask Ron and Jeff to spring for the room, furnishings, food, clothes, and so on. Each one of those was going to be its own headache, and that didn’t even begin to cover whether or not they wanted to put a monitor on him, or how they would keep him constantly supervised outside of office hours, or what they were supposed to do to ensure he actually answered the phone while they were away.

“Ms. Raines, thank you for letting me sleep in your guest room.”

Everyone on the plane tried to look at Eric as discreetly as possible, and Summer stared at him for a moment before she could answer. “Um, you’re welcome, Eric. You can stay there again tonight, if you want.”

Eric was quiet for a moment, arms folded over the back of his seat, eyes glued to the night sky beyond the window. “Also, I forgot to thank you for giving me a blanket and a pillow at your office. And for the sandwiches, I forgot about those, too. Thank you. And you’re very pretty.”

Summer licked her lips and smiled. “You’re welcome again, and thank you, too. I’m glad you think so.”

There was another brief moment of silence, Eric tilting his head to the side but never looking away from the window. “Mr. Cortlandt, thank you for letting me talk to you and for listening to music with me.”

Denny idly tapped his right headphone, brow creased. “My pleasure, Eric.”

Sam turned his attention back to his notes. It was odd, the random words of thanks Eric had offered, but it was hardly the most pressing thing on Sam’s mind. 

“Mr. Prichard, thank you for giving me a chance.”

Sam stopped, looking up and finding Eric still engrossed with whatever he saw in the great beyond. Sam hadn’t expected to be thanked for much of anything, given the talk they’d had a few hours earlier. He wasn’t entirely sure what to say, but he figured there was no harm in a quiet, “You’re welcome.”

“I really like you guys.” Eric smiled softly and laid his head against the window. “You’re really great.”

Eric settled back into his seat, and Sam noticed he was sitting beside Walter. The two of them were leaning close together, talking softly.

Nobody knew what to say to that, and a silence settled over the cabin of the plane. It lasted for the remainder of the flight and the walk directly afterward. It appeared like a matter of minutes before they were breaking apart in the parking garage, all going their separate ways.

Eric frowned, looking at Sam. “Mr. Prichard, you said we were going to talk more once we got back.”

Sam’s phone began to ring, and he let out a quick sigh. “Not tonight, Eric. Go with Summer and we’ll talk more tomorrow. I have to take this. Goodnight.” He answered his phone and pressed it to his ear, already making his way toward his car with faint goodbyes bouncing off the walls behind him. “I’m in the parking garage right now, babe. I’ll be home in fifteen minutes.”


SIX

“Word of warning,” Darren said as Sam entered the office the next morning. “Eric seems to be in a bit of a mood.”

Sam looked at him. “Why is he in a mood?”

“My guess is he’s still angry about Lee. Summer says he didn’t talk much last night, didn’t eat supper or breakfast, and he’s been pretty quiet this morning. He’s been on the sofa in your office for the past hour, just sitting there, staring off into space.”

Sam looked toward his office and nodded his head. “Right. I’ll handle it.”

“Hey.” Darren held Sam’s arm and lowered his voice. “If you need anything…”

Sam smiled weakly, a mere twitch of the lips. “I know, Darren. Thank you.”

Sam walked down the hallway to his office, letting himself in and closing the door behind him. He saw Eric sitting on the sofa, and while he didn’t intend to put their talk off, he wasn’t entirely sure where to start. He decided a greeting would be the safest bet.

“Good morning, Eric.” Sam set his briefcase on his desk. “Did you sleep well?”

Eric shook his head, looking down at his hands.

Sam wasn’t exactly surprised, considering what Darren already told him. “Something keep you awake?”

Eric nodded, but he kept his head down and offered no explanation.

Sam frowned a bit, but his irritation was quickly waning, replaced by puzzlement.

If Eric was in a mood, he wasn’t doing much about it. He was simply sitting there, looking worn down by the stress his emotions had put his body through. He looked like he wanted nothing more than sleep, and Sam could understand that.

Sam joined Eric on the sofa and leaned forward, leaning his arms on his knees. “Do you want to talk about it?”

Eric gave a shrug. “Are they coming soon?”

Sam furrowed his brow, tilting his head a bit. “Is who coming soon?”

“The people from the hospital.” Eric rubbed his  neck and sniffled once. “When are they gonna come get me?”

Sam didn’t answer right away, unsure of how he wanted to proceed.

If Sam got his way, Eric wouldn’t be going back to North Forest Hospital at all, but he didn’t know for certain that he would get his way. He hadn’t even started on the paperwork, he hadn’t even found the right people to talk to—he hadn’t even told his bosses or the rest of the team what he was thinking of doing. Granted, it would take a little while get anything done, but even that short time span couldn’t be promised until Sam knew more about what was going to be involved.

“Eric,” Sam began slowly, “who told you you were going back to NFH?”

Eric kept staring at the same spot on the floor, wrapping his arms around himself. “I always knew I was going back. We always do.”

“But I never said when. We already used you on one more case than what we had planned.” Sam tried to get a look at Eric’s eyes, but the young man was determined to keep them hidden. “So, what made you think you were going to be sent back right away?”

“I was bad.”

Sam stared, taken aback by the statement. It was very childish, even for a kid as young as Eric, yet the words came out naturally, as if the phrase were a regular part of Eric’s vocabulary.

“Eric…” Sam stopped short as an idea began to form, and he quickly restructured his question to explore the budding theory. “Can you tell me how you were bad?”

“I didn’t listen. You said no, and I did things anyway. I was loud. I was disrespectful. I made people angry at me. I snuck off to try to help Lee.” Eric squirmed where he sat, clearly feeling guilty for the list of transgressions. “Bad things always happen when I disobey the people in charge. I should know better by now.”

Sam pursed his lips and nodded a few times. “Well, there were definitely some bad things that could have happened as a result of what you did yesterday.” Then, just to see if he was on the right track, Sam chanced a question he had initially been dreading.

“Eric, do you know why we had to stop Lee?”

“Of course.” Eric rubbed his nose, and he was still looking down, but there was no hesitation in his voice. “Regardless of what should have been done to help him in the past, he was still on a killing spree. By the time you were brought in on the case, he had already killed four people just because they were in the wrong place at the wrong time. He was unstable both mentally and emotionally, and he was a threat to himself and everyone around him.”

“That’s right.” Sam nodded again, slower, and continued to press. “Do you understand why your behavior was unacceptable?”

“Of course,” Eric said, but he was fidgeting, as if he still wasn’t sure he agreed. “I argued with the local authorities, which put you at a disadvantage because they projected their anger toward me at you. I ignored you, which made it look like you can’t control your team, which hurts morale and decreases the amount of respect between cooperating agencies; that, in turn, decreases efficiency and productivity. I put lives in danger by confronting Lee alone. I caused stress for members of the team with my behavior, which distracted portions of everyone’s attention from the case.”

Sam shook his head, watching all the pieces fall into place. “No, you don’t have to keep going, but I want to know… if you know all this, why did you disobey anyway?”

“I dunno, it just…” Eric wriggled in place, lips twisting up, suddenly unsure of himself. “Everyone was talking about him, wanting him to pay for what he did, but they wouldn’t take responsibility for their involvement in how he turned out, and…” He made a grunt of frustration. “It just wasn’t fair, Mr. Prichard.”

Sam almost let out a sigh of relief as he finally understood.

Eric had been admitted to North Forest Hospital when he was eleven, and the rules on communication for him were very clear. Patients like him weren’t allowed to communicate with each other because they could form groups that might be capable of creating dangerous situations. They also weren’t allowed to communicate with the general public, because their superior intellect sometimes made it possible for them to trick people who weren’t quite as smart as they were.

But who did that leave?

Eric hadn’t formed or maintained a single relationship since he was eleven. That meant he had never learned how to compromise or have a difference of opinion or choose which battles were worth fighting, or understand people who made him feel angry or hurt. It shouldn’t have been a surprise to anyone that Eric had no social skills or impulse control.

Intellectually, Eric may have been well above his seventeen years, but in every other regard, he was still a little boy who had been yanked away from his mother.

Sam could spend the rest of his life kicking himself for missing the obvious, and it still wouldn’t have been enough, but kicking himself wouldn’t get anything done, so Sam continued to dig for answers.

“Eric, if you know all this, why did you fight with me on the rooftop?” He made sure to keep his voice soft rather than accusatory. “Did you think I was being unfair, too?”

Eric pulled his legs up onto the sofa and wrapped his arms around them, burying his face in his knees. He shook his head and tried to make himself smaller.

“Was it because I didn’t stand up for Lee like you thought I should?”

Eric shook his head again, trembling a bit.

Sam licked his lips and tried to think back. Lee had been the center of the conflict in Missouri. On the roof, Eric had revealed how his anger about Lee was rooted in his anger toward his own bullies, the people who had locked him away; however, that only explained his frustration toward the town and the job that had to be done. It didn’t explain why he was angry with Sam.

Sam thought about everything that happened the day before. He couldn’t remember the details perfectly, but he remembered stepping in between Eric and Merton. He had tried to talk the sheriff out of lashing out at Eric based on legal constraints, and then—oh.

“Eric,” Sam began softly. “Were you angry because I didn’t stand up for you?”

Eric didn’t nod, but he didn’t shake his head, either. He sniffed, shoulders jerking once or twice, though no sound actually left him.

“You wanted to be put first, didn’t you? Like you did for Lee? But instead, you felt like we were ganging up on you. Is that right?”

Eric let a few sobs escape, but he didn’t speak.

“Eric, talk to me.” Sam waited a moment, but Eric didn’t stop. “Hey, hey, hey. Come on, talk to me, okay?” 

Eric relaxed a bit, but he didn’t untangle himself in the slightest, still saying nothing, keeping his face covered.

“Eric, why didn’t you just tell me what you were feeling?” Sam was pretty sure he already knew the answer.

“I tried, but…” Eric squirmed, tears thick in his voice. “But my brain just wouldn’t—I couldn’t make my mouth—I didn’t know what to do. I didn’t know how to—how to say what I was… I just didn’t know what to do.”

Sam shushed him. “Shh, that’s okay. I didn’t know that before, but now I do, so we can communicate a little better.”

Eric sniffed and shifted on the sofa, pulling his hand from Sam and wiping his eyes. “I’m really sorry, Mr. Prichard…”

Sam frowned and considered the young man to his left, a soft sigh escaping him. He reached out and put his arm around Eric’s shoulders, pulling him a little closer and speaking softly. “I forgive you, Eric. I’m sorry, too.”

Eric sniffed and looked up at Sam, confusion swimming in his wide, honey-brown eyes. “Why are you sorry?”

“I shouldn’t have assumed I knew what you were thinking and feeling.” Sam smiled softly. “And besides, you were right. I might be a detective, but that doesn’t mean I know you inside and out.” He gave a slight squeeze, half-tempted to pull Eric into a full-blown hug like he would after an argument with Kenzie. “It’s also my responsibility as chief investigator to stay calm when other people lose their temper. I didn’t do that very well.”

Eric blinked rapidly, sniffed, and then blinked some more. He had a few tears trailing down his cheeks, and he appeared hesitant to so much as breathe. “I…” He looked at the lack of space between them, tilting his head a bit. “You aren’t my mom.”

Sam frowned, completely lost. “No…?”

Eric sniffed again, but he didn’t pull away. “I thought only moms gave hugs.”

Sam felt a pang in his chest, and he allowed some of that sadness to bleed into his voice when he replied. “Your mother is the only person who ever hugged you?”

Eric offered a hesitant nod, his body uncurling just a bit. “Yeah. Do other people hug?”

Sam nodded his head. “It isn’t the most common display of affection, but friends and family hug each other all the time.”

Eric looked at Sam for another moment or two, and then he moved a little closer, wrapping his arms around Sam’s torso and hanging on tight. He pressed his head against Sam’s chest and sniffed quietly. “I like it.”

Sam smiled and once again offered a one-armed squeeze. “I like it, too.”

Eric pulled away then, wiping his face and idly rubbing at his nose. “I, um… I can work a bit, if you have anything you want me to do.”

Sam shook his head and got to his feet, patting Eric on the shoulder. “No, I want you to lie down and get some sleep. You aren’t going back to North Forest Hospital today, and I have to get the team together for a meeting. You’re allowed to be in here unsupervised, okay?”

Eric appeared hesitant to accept the proposal, but then he slowly leaned onto his side and relaxed. “Okay… You won’t let me sleep the whole time, right? I want to, um, to spend time with you guys… before I go back… if that’s okay…?” He tensed, fearing whatever results his request might bring.

Sam only smiled again—he was certain he had smiled more in the last hour than he had in the last week—and walked to the door. “I won’t let you sleep too long. You’ll spend time with the team, I promise.”

Eric smiled and then closed his eyes, letting out a big sigh. “Okay…”

Sam stepped out of the office and closed the door behind him, taking a moment to collect his thoughts before heading for the conference room. “Meeting,” he called, knowing his tone alone would get his team where he wanted them in less than five minutes.

So much for talking to Summer first. I guess we’re all discussing this at once.

  *

Sam had just reached the conference room door when Summer entered, a stack of folders pressed against her chest. Seeing her hands full, he stepped behind her and closed the door.

“Sam, everything okay?” Denny took a sip of his coffee and leaned back in his chair.

Sam nodded and made his way to the head of the table, opting to stand in front of the screen they used for case files. “It’s about Eric.”

He instantly had the rapt attention of everyone at the table.

“He and I talked for a bit, and I have a theory. There was a lot more I wanted to ask him about, but we need to make a decision first. He’s sleeping in my office for right now.”

Sam paused briefly, grateful no one interrupted, and tried to figure out exactly how to phrase his epiphany. He decided the best place to start was the beginning, so he began with the end of the Ramey case.

“If I can help it, Eric is not going back to North Forest Hospital. At first, I had planned to set up some sort of scenario where he can advise us from here.”

Darren arched a brow. “But…?”

Sam had to smile a bit. “But now I think we can help him behave better on field missions. My theory is going to take a lot of time and effort from this team, and I don’t know if it’s the kind of time and effort we have to give.” He licked his lips. “Eric has been in North Forest Hospital since he was eleven years old. If you’re like me, then you didn’t take the time to think about what that means for his social life.”

He stopped to let the thought sink in, watching as each face revealed the same ‘aha’ moment Sam had experienced less than an hour before. However, despite his own feeling of stupidity and short-sightedness, he didn’t blame his team for missing the obvious conclusion. Everyone knew how people like Eric behaved, so why would they try and find a reason for Eric’s lack of social skills? It was normal. No one tried to get to the bottom of normal things. It would be like walking down the street and deciding to investigate why the double yellow lines were in the middle of that particular section of road—they simply were. Roads without double-yellow lines would be unusual, highways and inner cities excluded, not the other way around.

Jade let out a heavy sigh and rubbed her forehead, probably kicking herself the same way Sam had. “He’s never gone through his adolescent social stages.”

Denny nodded, twirling a pen between his fingers. “He doesn’t know who he is or what he wants, he only knows what we want from him, and when it doesn’t feel right, he starts freaking out.”

Summer nodded in agreement, gesturing with her hands as she built on Denny’s statement. “It’s the same thing with relationships. He doesn’t know where the lines are. If he feels alone, he gets clingy and eager-to-please, but if he feels too attached to someone, he lashes out to push them away. It looks like mood swings.”

Darren stroked his chin but he didn’t say anything.

Summer shook her head, drumming her fingers on the table in front of her. “Not to mention, if he doesn’t actually need the medicines he’s on, they could be causing half of the mood swings we see.” She sighed, sadness shading her bright blue eyes. “Poor Eric… his brain has got to be a complete mess.”

Sam cleared his throat to draw the attention back to himself. “You’re all coming to the same conclusion I did; however, this is where the tough decision comes in. It takes a lot of time and effort to undo six years of damage. I think Eric could learn to manage in society and in the field, but it won’t be easy, and any time we spend with him outside the office would be off the job. He’s going to make errors, and we’re going to have to handle the results of those errors. We’ll—”

“We’ll be the only family he has.” Summer let out a sigh and looked toward Sam’s office. “It’ll be a full-time responsibility.”

Sam nodded solemnly, allowing silence to fall over the room as his team thought over the proposition set before them. No one made eye contact with anyone, all lost in their own thoughts, until Summer spoke up and all eyes turned to her.

“It was actually kind of nice,” she said. “Having him at my place. It was like having a little brother hanging out with me. Last night, we sat down and watched a Disney movie together.” She shook her head. “Do you know, he hadn’t seen one since he got locked up?”

Sam felt a smile tug at his own lips, his own eyes gazing toward his office before returning to the table.

“I guess it would be pretty traumatizing,” Sam said, “to go from the outside world to a prison-like setting at such a young age. And unfortunately, we can’t detect intelligence at the moment of birth and raise them in one environment or the other.”

Summer opened the folder on the top of her pile. “I’ve already gathered up the necessary paperwork, and Ron gave me the okay to start filling it out. Eric can stay with me. I have plenty of room, but I’ll have to convince him to sleep in his own room, somehow. He’s been sleeping on an air mattress in my bedroom, and that just isn’t going to work full-time.”

“I can take the lad in when you need a break,” Denny said. “He and I seem to get along rather well.”

“He can stay with me sometimes,” Walter said. “I like talking to him.”

“Of course you do,” Steve said. “You finally found somebody who can understand what you’re talking about.” He turned to look at Sam. “The wife and I have a guestroom,” he said. “He can stay with us sometimes.”

Sam looked at him team a bit incredulously. “Uh, shouldn’t we all talk about this first?”

Darren gestured to the rest of them. “Don’t look now, Sam, but I think we just did.”

Sam stared for a moment more, and then he smirked. “Well, it’s good to know you all made a decision before I knew there was a decision to make.”

Summer gave a shrug. “You and Denny had already talked about keeping him around, and I figured it was probably what you wanted to talk to me about. All we had to think about was whether or not we’re ready for the full-time responsibility of helping him get his head together.”

Sam put his hands on his hips. “It was a pretty quick decision, given its importance.”

Jade spread her hands a bit, as if asking a question. “Was there any doubt?”

Sam looked at her for a moment, and then he looked across the rest of his team. “Apparently not.” He straightened up and put his hands on his hips. “Remember, most of this has to be on our time. We need to make sure we’re getting our jobs done either before or during the time we spend helping Eric, so we need to get back to work.” He started toward the door as he spoke. “Besides, the very first call that needs to be made is one I’d like to make myself.”

Summer frowned a bit. “What call is that?”

“A decent doctor.” Sam paused in the door, turning to look at his team. “I think it’s time we figure out just what kind of medications Eric really needs to be on.”

That was the understatement of the century.


SEVEN

Sam drummed his fingers on the desk and leaned back in his chair, letting out a sigh as he held the phone to his ear. He let his gaze wander up to the ceiling, held his tongue for a moment more, and then stood up.

“Agent Johnson, I don’t particularly care what your personal opinion on my decision is. Ms. Raines submitted a formal and lawful request for all records pertaining to Eric Brenner and any ward mates he had from the date of his admission until now. It was rejected for reasons unknown, and now that request has become a demand, which, I might add, has been endorsed by the director of the Department of Homeland Security. NFH has exactly twenty-four hours to have those files faxed to my office. If you run into any trouble, you can reach me at this number. Have a good day.”

Sam hung up and let out a sigh, putting a hand to his forehead. He walked over to the window and exhaled slowly, silently wondering just what it was that he had gotten himself into.

“You don’t have to keep me, you know.”

Sam startled a bit and turned to the sofa. “I thought you were still sleeping.”

Eric gave a shrug. “Didn’t want to interrupt.” He paused, looked down at his lap, and then shrugged again. “It doesn’t matter. I don’t mind what I heard. You can send me back now, if you want, and just make a request for me the next time you need me. They’ll get me out here pretty quickly.”

Sam didn’t say anything at first, turning to look out the window again.

I haven’t spoken to DHS or requested a custody transfer, but everyone on the team is behind the decision to keep Eric. He frowned, an uneasy feeling settling in his stomach. I don’t like how tough NFH is being. If everything is being run as it should be, there should be nothing keeping them from sending me his information. Specials in the system are supposed to have no right to privacy, and NFH is just as much a part of the government as the DHS, so there shouldn’t be any jurisdictional problems.With our DHS contracts, these problems simply shouldn’t exist.

“Mr. Prichard?” Eric spoke hesitantly, his voice small. “It, uh… it really is okay. I won’t run away or anything if you tell me I’m going back tonight. You don’t have to worry. I’d just like to know.”

Sam looked at Eric again and, after a moment of thought, joined him on the sofa. He leaned against the arm closest to the door, folding his hands in his lap and looking at Eric with expectant eyes.

“Tell me about NFH.”

Eric blinked, clearly confused, but he began his answer regardless. “North Forest Hospital is a program developed by the government to gather, contain, and monitor—” He stopped abruptly when Sam shook his head.

“I want you to tell me what it’s like. Tell me about some experiences you had there.”

Eric licked his lips, thinking about the request for a few moments. It didn’t look like he was composing a lie; more like he was trying to figure out if Sam was safe. That, in and of itself, made Sam more determined to get to the bottom of things.

“Well, there isn’t really very much to tell.” Eric gave a shrug, but his face said that wasn’t exactly true. “We don’t really do much there.”

Sam felt a spark of frustration, but he was more concerned with his suspicions. He let the room get quiet, waited for the pressure to build a bit, and then he tried again. “Pretend North Forest Hospital is going to admit me. From one special to another, tell me what to expect.”

“You are not a special.” Eric snarled the words, getting in Sam’s face and baring his teeth in a sudden surge of anger.

Sam remained completely calm, not scolding or even looking disappointed at the outburst. “You’re right. I clearly bothered you by saying that, even if it was pretend. I’m sorry.”

Eric calmed almost immediately, squirming uncomfortably as he pulled himself back to his side of the sofa. “Yeah.” He lowered his eyes, looking down at the floor by his feet.

Sam waited a moment, letting a bit of silence pass between them. Third time’s a charm.

“Pretend it really is one kid to another.” He smiled briefly when Eric looked at him but kept his tone serious. “Let’s say… I arrest someone, and we realize they’re a special, so they’re here in the office with us now. North Forest Hospital is coming to pick them up. Tell me what you would tell them.”

Eric opened his mouth, his gut reaction just barely stopped in time for him to reconsider his words. He looked down at his lap, clinched his fingers together and began to speak.

He spoke very softly.

“Well, you’ll have your own room. It’s nice. You get a cot, and a box of clothes, sort of like a small closet.” He rubbed at his nose and looked at Sam again. “You’ll be on the same ward as three other consultants. Oh! But you can’t talk to them. Really, we shouldn’t be talking now, but… Mr. Prichard made an exception.” He shut his eyes and took a deep breath. “There’s a gym and a library, so that’s nice, but don’t forget you still can’t talk to anyone, not even there. If you’re really, really good, they’ll let you play video games. Only old ones, though, and nothing with violence.”

Sam stayed perfectly still as he listened, processing the information without any expression. He wanted Eric to completely forget he was there, and even with his eyes closed, Eric was very sensitive to others around him.

“If, uh…” Eric began to fidget in his seat again, a soft whimper rising in his throat. “If you, um… to get… in order to…” He took a ragged breath, rubbed his nose again and leaned back. “Sometimes, they ask you to help them with…” He clamped his eyes tightly shut and let out his breath. “You do secret assignments for them, and they give you things. Like, to keep. I—I have two things. I did two secret assignments.”

Sam struggled not to react, disturbed by how upsetting the mysterious ‘secret assignments‘ seemed to be, but he kept his silence. It upsets him, but there is clearly a part of him that wants—maybe even needs—to talk about it. Otherwise, he would have omitted it entirely.

Eric put his face in his hands and rubbed a few times, letting out a sigh. “You, uh, if you’re lucky, you’ll get a nice guard. They rotate them, but over time, you’ll see the same guard more than once. They, um, they sometimes let you talk to other consultants on your ward. They aren’t supposed to, but they do.”

Eric took a trembling breath, and when he exhaled, he appeared to relax considerably. “Um, you can sometimes make friends when the nice guards are around. If you get to be on the same ward as Special #654013, definitely try to talk to her. You’ll know it’s her ‘cause she has long red hair.”

He appeared to ease up a bit more with every sentence that wasn’t about the ‘secret assignments.’ He even chuckled a little, opening his eyes for a moment before deciding it would ruin the image he had in his head.

Sam allowed the faintest of smiles to pull at his mouth, but he kept his breathing even and his body still as a statue.

“Um, there’s another one. Special #656013. He’s a lot of fun, but he gets into a lot of trouble, just like 4013.”

4013? It took Sam a moment to realize Eric meant the girl with the red hair.

“But he’s not bad, he’s just…” Eric chuckled again, though it sounded more like a giggle that time around. “He, um, he used to show me magic tricks. He could do a trick with anything! He loved to tell stories, and you could never figure out which ones were true and which ones were fake. He… he did…” His discomfort returned in full force. “He did… a lot of secret assignments. I don’t know how many, but… he had a lot of things.” He began to fidget again, lips quivering.

 

“One day a couple months ago, he just… they took him for a special job… and he never came back.”

Sam slowly straightened up, trying to figure out whether or not to discuss the elephant in the room. Eric looked like he needed a break, and Sam didn’t want to overwhelm him, but…

If North Forest Hospital was up to something, what lengths would they go to in order to keep their secret? What lengths might they have already gone to?

Everything Eric had talked about made sense. It was extreme, yes, but that was to be expected with consultants. No technology, no talk, and very limited access to anything that could become a weapon or aid in an escape.

On the other hand, these ‘secret assignments‘ just didn’t sit right with him.

What are you thinking? You don’t even know if he’s being truthful. There’s a reason people like him are kept under lock and key. They’re more likely to be sociopaths, they’re capable of building weapons of mass destruction with everyday objects, and they can easily break whatever law they want and get away with it. You know this. You were trained for this. He’s smarter than you—so much smarter—and you have to accept the fact that he could be playing you. 

Sam licked his lips and swallowed, torn, frustrated with himself for not knowing what to do.

“Eric, your friend wants to know what will happen if he breaks the rules.”

Eric didn’t like the question, but it didn’t cause him nearly as much panic as the ‘secret assignments.’ He rubbed his nose a couple of times, humming for a moment before he answered.

“It all depends. If you break a small one, you just lose a privilege.” Eric gave a shrug and wrapped his arms around his legs, pulling his knees up to his chest. “If you’re really bad they can hit you, but most of them don’t… of the sixty-two guards that rotate through my ward, only twenty-seven of them hit me. There are seventeen others who don’t hit me, but they will hit someone who breaks the rules all the time. I’m usually pretty good, so…” He grinned, a devilish smirk. “…they let me off the hook sometimes, when I’m not.”

Sam nodded slowly and tried to decide where to go next. Do I believe him or not? How do I know for sure? He slowly opened his mouth, wishing he could borrow some of Eric’s processing speed.

“Eric, your friend wants to know how hard they—”

Sam stopped when his phone vibrated against his chest, and he quickly pulled it out.

Incoming Call…

North Forest Hospital

He was out of time.

“Eric, your friend wants to know about the secret assignments he’ll—”

“No!” Eric shouted, and his eyes opened. He slapped the sofa cushion and shouted at Sam as if he was scolding him. “No! You do not talk about the secret assignments! You don’t talk to other consultants, you don’t talk to outsiders, you don’t even talk to your guards. You never, ever talk about the secret assignments! Do you understand that? Never!”

“Eric, quiet, that’s an order.” Sam said it as quickly as he could and hit the green button, standing up out of habit. “Prichard.”

“This is Section Chief Albert Harrelson from North Forest Hospital. I understand there was some sort of misunderstanding about a file transfer…?”

Sam began to walk around the office, as he often did when on the phone, his body language calm in spite of the turmoil going on inside him. “Chief,” Sam said. “I think maybe you’re the one with the misunderstanding.”

“Oh? How’s that?”

Sam chuckled politely. “I don’t think the clear and obvious instructions I gave could be misunderstood. North Forest Hospital is going to send me all files relating to Eric Brenner and his past and present ward mates within the next twenty-four hours.”

Harrelson chuckled condescendingly. “Well, I think that’s the problem, right there. North Forest Hospital never sends any files to anyone.”

“Oh.” Sam paused. “Well, that won’t be a problem. I’ll have one of my people come and pick up the files tomorrow morning.”

Harrelson paused and let out a quick sigh. “You misunderstand me. North Forest Hospital keeps all of its information strictly in-house. You cannot have access to those files.”

“Then you misunderstand me.” There wasn’t a single note of hesitation. “I have already spoken with the Director of the Department of Homeland Security, who has assured me that I’m getting those files. The only thing you have to decide is whether you give them to me willingly, or if you’re going to force me to get them myself, and… well, who knows what I’ll find while I’m digging around?”

Harrelson was silent, no doubt trying to think of a reply, but Sam didn’t give him that chance.

“I’ll have one of my people fax the request again, just in case you have managed to lose it, and we’ll be happy to let you know when we receive the files tomorrow. I I want you to know that I greatly appreciate your cooperation, Chief Harrelson. Have a good day.”

Sam hung up his phone and let out a long breath.

“Mr. Prichard…”

Sam turned to look at Eric, his phone still in his hand. “Yes?”

Eric looked up at him, unmistakable fear in his eyes. “Um, wh-why…” He cleared his throat, swallowed, and tried again. “Why do you want my files? Did I—I mean, are you… sending me away somewhere?”

Sam didn’t say anything at first, but then he shook his head. He returned to the sofa and sat down, letting out a deep sigh.

“Well, files on a person should be in the same office as the person they relate to.”

Eric screwed up his face, though he appeared more confused than worried, now. “Do you need me for that many cases?”

Sam licked his lips. “I don’t know what cases you’ll help with just yet, but we’d all like you to stay here, under DHS authority, with my team. It just makes sense for us to have your files here.”

“Wait, if you don’t know…” Eric shook his head. “I—I can’t stay if I’m not working a case. I have to go back to North Forest Hospital.”

Sam shook his head. “No, not anymore.”

“Are you offering me a contract?” Eric cocked his head. “A contract for a certain amount of time? I know there was one kid who got a contract like that with the NSA.”

Sam looked down for a moment, struggling with himself. You can’t jerk this kid around, Prichard. You have to be sure. He raised his gaze and stared at Eric, making eye contact with serious intent. You have to be sure you’re not making a mistake.

“Eric, you aren’t going back to North Forest Hospital. Okay? You are staying here, at Windlass, with me and my team.” He hesitated one last time. “Permanently.”

Eric inhaled sharply, his breathing picking up as his eyes began to water. He blinked rapidly, and Sam could see the gears turning in his mind as his brain processed what he had just heard.

“I—permanently?” He began breathing a little faster, almost panting, and his eyes had never been wider. “I can stay? With you? With the team? Here? Always?”

Sam nodded. “Yes, that’s what I said.”

There was barely time to finish the sentence before Eric was throwing his arms around Sam’s neck. Sam let out a grunt at the impact, putting his own arms around Eric, and finding himself at a loss for words.

“Thank you, thank you,” Eric whispered in Sam’s ear, his shoulders jerking. “I will never disobey you again, I promise. I’ll…” He let out a harsh sob. “I’ll never break the rules or be disrespectful, and I’ll be good. I’ll be really good, I swear.” He squeezed Sam tightly, clinging to the detective like a lifeline. “Thank you, Mr. Prichard. Thank you, thank you, thank you.”

Sam was still in a daze, but he somehow managed to return the hug. He rubbed Eric’s back, vaguely aware of hot tears soaking into his shirt collar. He opened his mouth to speak, but nothing came out for several seconds.

“It’s okay, Eric. It’s alright. I’m sure you’re going to do fine.” Sam said quietly. “It’s alright. Don’t cry.”

Eric chuckled, still holding on tight. “But these are happy tears, Mr. Prichard!” He chuckled again, but his voice was still thick. “I’ve never been so happy, Mr. Prichard. I didn’t know a person could be this happy.”

Sam didn’t have anything to say to that, so he fell silent and continued to hold on.

“Thank you, Mr. Prichard.” Eric was whispering again, and Sam could hear the smile in his voice. “You’re the most wonderful person I’ve ever met in my whole life.”

And that was the moment when Sam knew he had made the right decision. He knew North Forest Hospital was up to something. He knew Eric wasn’t playing him.

From a logical point of view, there was still a possibility Eric was lying, or perhaps exaggerating. There was no evidence of wrongdoing or evil intent in anything he knew about North Forest Hospital at this point. His team would keep their guard up for a while—as they should, as they were trained to do—and he knew he couldn’t prove his suspicions to anyone, just yet.

But somehow, he knew.

“Hey,” Sam said softly, pushing Eric away just enough so they could see each other’s faces. “Summer invited everyone over for dinner tonight. Is that going to be okay? Or do you need some space?”

Eric smiled up at him, his cheeks wet with tears. “It’s definitely okay.”

Sam smiled back. “Well, you might want to get yourself cleaned up a bit before we go.”

Eric jumped to his feet and bounded to the door, stopping only when Sam called for him.

“Hey, Eric. Don’t say anything to the team, alright? I mean, about you staying permanently. It’s a surprise.”

Eric nodded a few times, still grinning, and then he was off.

Sam let out a heavy sigh and sank back into the sofa cushions, pinching the bridge of his nose. He could feel a migraine coming on, and he hadn’t even begun to scratch the surface of anything.

I guess it’s official. I’ll have to start my investigation into North Forest Hospital. He paused, a slight smirk curling his lips. Hmm. Chief Investigator of Windlass Security, while raising an erratic kid while hunting down psychopathic criminals and killers, and trying to be a family man on top of everything else? How’s that for a special job?


EIGHT

“It looks great, Denny.” Sam looked up at his friend, who was painting the room that had been assigned to Eric. Since Windlass was officially responsible for him, Ron had insisted that he have a room in the building, and had donated one of the spare offices.

“Yeah, well, I still have my doubts about the bloody color scheme,” Denny replied.

Sam smiled a bit at the now bright blue walls. “I didn’t like it in theory, but looking at it now, it isn’t bad.” He nodded toward the ceiling. “You didn’t go all the way up.”

Denny stepped off the ladder and put his paint roller in the tray. “That’s for the trim. We’re doing red trim, to go with the blue walls. It’s what Eric wanted.”

Sam chuckled softly at that, walking closer to the windows. He pointed to the pencil marks on the wall and gave Denny a curious look.

“Oh, so I can hang some shelves.” Denny wiped his hands on a shop rag and tossed it over his shoulder, joining Sam by the windows. “I get to build them from scratch, to make sure they work.”

Sam raised a brow. “I think you might be having too much fun.”

“Hey,” Denny said, holding up his paint roller. “It’s my bloody day off. I can have just as much fun as I bloody want.”

Sam only chuckled and headed toward the door. “If it were my day off, I would join you, but there’s a huge stack of paperwork with my name on it.”

Denny winced sympathetically, already back on the ladder. “I don’t envy you, mate.”

Sam replied with a snort and walked out the door, making his way to his own office just down the hall.North Forest Hospital had finally sent the files. It had taken three days of calling and arguing and, eventually, threatening, but they sent the files.

At first, Sam had felt like a winner when Summer told him they received a huge fax from North Forest Hospital, but when he saw his printed prize, Sam had only one thought.

This can’t be everything I asked for.

Sam took off his jacket and picked a file off the top, curiosity taking precedent over paperwork. He opened it up and began leafing through the pages, noticing immediately that large portions had been redacted.

Everything subjective in nature was either missing or blacked out. Notes from doctors, psychiatrists, guards, and other staff were nowhere to be seen. If Eric had said anything to the staff, it wasn’t on the pages Sam had, and given the nature of the document he was looking at, Eric had definitely said something. He wouldn’t have had any choice.

Basically, they took out everything helpful.

Still, Sam sat down and began to read.

Paperwork? What paperwork?

Full Name: Eric Alan Brenner Everything else on the page had been blacked out. 

It appeared the battle for information was not over.

Of course, Sam planned to use what little they gave him, but it was disturbing in any case, particularly if the rest of the documents had as much blacked out as the one in his hands.

The next page referred to Eric having some sort of overdose, but the medications he was on was blacked out, like so much other information. Sam already knew Eric had attempted suicide in the past, so if Sam went through the available records and found more such attempts, it might confirm his suspicion that he wasn’t being told everything. Once he had confirmation, he would have some idea of where to look next and what files to obtain.

Of course, that was only one theory.

An overdose of illegal drugs was on the list of possibilities, along with the existence of an inside drug ring. Eric might have obtained the medication he overdosed on by simply saving his daily doses until he had a lethal amount, or by purchasing them from a guard or psychiatrist. That brought up the problem of money, seeing as consultants weren’t allowed to have any on their persons, but it didn’t eliminate the idea entirely. Eric might have done one of his ‘secret assignments‘ to get the drugs.

If it really was a suicide attempt, knowing why Eric attempted in the first place would be helpful. If it was a sudden, spur of the moment decision—maybe one triggered by severe side effects or an outside stimulant—then he wouldn’t have had the chance to hoard what he needed.

Of course, every one of his theories could have been wrong. Every one of his theories could have been right. All three of them could have been right but still not the true root of the problem. Sam really had no idea, and until he gained access to real information, he had to use speculation to fill some rather impressive gaps.

Sam snapped the folder shut and shook his head. Paperwork. I have paperwork to finish, and then I can work on my pseudo-investigation.

He gathered the files from North Forest Hospital and put them on the nearby sofa, returning to his desk and starting his computer. He drummed his fingers as he waited for the machine to power up, a frown slowly contorting his features.

If the overdose was genuine, what does that say about Eric’s mental state at the time? If he had hanged himself, he most likely would have succeeded. Overdosing isn’t the most reliable way to commit suicide, and he would have known that, so… was he secretly hoping someone would stop him? Maybe it was more of a cry for help than a genuine desire to die.

It would make sense. Eric was so, so starved for affection, Sam could easily see him attempting suicide just to know that someone, somewhere, would bother to keep him alive.

Even if it was only because they were paid to.

He would have been eleven, according to the date of admission. North Forest Hospital might have censored the medications, but I can still tell the list was long. He was in the beginning of puberty, had been recently removed from his home and separated from his mother, and was potentially overmedicated. He probably didn’t even know which thoughts and feelings were his anymore.

I can’t think about Eric right now. I have work to do.

“Hey, Sam!”

Or not. 

Denny stepped into the doorway, wiping sweat from his brow with a shop rag. “You know where whiz kid got off to?”

Sam arched a brow. “Whiz kid?”

“What? I’ve used it before.”

“Yes, once.”

“Twice,” Denny corrected, holding up the appropriate number of digits.

Sam grimaced. “Please don’t tell me it’s going to become a regular nickname.”

Denny shrugged. “I dunno, mate. You know me, everybody gets a nickname now and then.”

Sam pursed his lips, mildly amused by the idea. “I don’t even want to know what mine is.”

“It’s Gimpy,” he said, and Sam glared at him. Denny chuckled at that. “Yeah, well, you get my point. Seriously, though, where is he?”

“Summer took him shopping, I think. They’ve been gone at least a half an hour now.”

Denny nodded a few times. “Got it. I’ll catch him when they get back. I have some questions about his room.”

“Yeah.” Sam began typing, silently reminding Denny—and himself—that he had work to do.

Denny got the message and left with a quiet chuckle.

Paperwork. Sam sighed. Paperwork, paperwork, paperwork.

  *

Darren couldn’t help but grin to himself when he saw Sam sitting on the floor in a sea of files, and he briefly wondered if stopping here had been a good idea.

“I see you’re hard at it,” Darren said.

Sam didn’t even glance up from the book in his lap, circling a few things as he spoke. “I found something interesting. I found a lot of things, to be honest, but right now I’m looking at unusual diagnoses.”

Darren looked at the mess for a moment and then sat on the sofa, facing Sam. “Well, tell me what you got.” 

Sam nodded and tucked his pencil behind his ear. “I think Eric is too overmedicated for any diagnoses to be made or confirmed today, but I do believe he has at least a couple of emotional disorders. According to his records, though, he’s suffering from severe personality disorder and may be schizoid, with a healthy dose of paranoia thrown in.”

Darren crinkled a brow and leaned back, propping his ankle on the opposite knee and considering the detective before him. “Explain.”

“Well, does he seem delusional to you?”

Darren scowled and inhaled slowly. “I don’t think so, no.” 

Sam considered the papers in his lap, silent for several moments, fingers drumming on the folder to his left. “I know he’s not crazy, Darren.”

“Good.” Darren nodded his head. “You’re trusting your gut, and you should, but don’t lose your ability to play the devil’s advocate. Remember, in the end, it’s not me you have to convince; it’s the higher-ups, and eventually, you may have to go before a judge.”

Sam looked at the book for another moment and nodded his head. “You’re right.” He ran a hand through his hair. “I really don’t have any evidence.”

Darren gave a sideways sort of nod. “Maybe, but that doesn’t mean you’re wrong; it just means you have to dig deeper. You said you requested files on Eric’s ward mates, right?”

Sam nodded.

“No one corrected you, so we know there were other consultants there. We can get information on them and see if it matches what Eric told you about his friends. If it does, that’s one more piece of evidence that Eric is sane and not hallucinatory.”

Sam grabbed a piece of paper and began scratching down notes. “I’ll work on getting those.” 


NINE

“Thanks for taking me shopping, Ms. Raines.”

Summer looked up from her ice cream cone and offered a quick smile. “It was my pleasure, Eric.” She licked the dessert a few times. “Do you like everything you got?”

Eric nodded his head rapidly and took a bite of his own cone. “I can’t wait to wear a new outfit tomorrow.” He barely got the last word out before a frown tugged at his lips. “Do you think I’ll be able to do that? It’s… been a long time since I picked my own clothes.”

Summer paused, thinking back to the hours they had spent combing through the racks at the thrift stores. Eric had collected quite the array of vibrantly-colored, obnoxiously-patterned shirts and ties, and during several of his trips to the fitting rooms, Summer had wondered if she could get away with sneaking some to the return rack. If not, she wondered whether she would be able to talk him into putting them back himself without making a scene. Finally, though, she had come to a simple conclusion.

“Eric, if you look in the mirror and what you see makes you happy, then you picked a good outfit.” Summer kept her tongue on the ice cream and twisted the cone with her hand. “That’s all there is to it.”

And if anyone had a differing opinion they felt the need to voice, Summer would handle them privately.

“You really think so?” Eric bit his lip, rubbed his nose a few times, and took another big bite. “You think it’s okay that I like… really, really bright things?”

Summer smiled at him, the epitome of encouraging support. “If I spent the last five and a half years of my life surrounded by green, I would like bright things, too.”

Eric chuckled nervously, uncertain words slipping between his lips. “Yeah, um… green is really boring. Even black and white would be better. Black is black, and white is white, y’know? But green is… well, what is it? Yellow and blue?” He chuckled again, even more nervous than before, and Summer immediately realized he was trying to make a joke.

So, she smiled and chuckled along. Maybe it wasn’t the funniest thing she ever heard, but delivery had a lot to do with humor, and if nobody encouraged Eric to be funny, he would never learn how to get the timing right.

“Ms. Raines, what’s your favorite flavor of ice cream?”

Summer pursed her lips, considering the question before replying. “I’m pretty simple,” she said. “I’m fond of neapolitan. It’s chocolate, vanilla and strawberry, all together.”

Summer licked what ice cream she still could before finally caving and biting into the cone. “Someday,” she said, covering her mouth, “maybe I’ll take you to my hometown.”

Eric’s eyes lit up, mouth stopping halfway to his ice cream. “Really? I would—I would really like that, Ms. Raines!”

“You don’t even know where I’m from.” Summer chuckled and took another bite.

Eric chuckled too, more joyous than amused. “It doesn’t matter. I would love to see more of the world.” He paused to finish his cone, crumpling the wrapper in his hand. “Where are you from, Ms. Raines?”

“Texas.” Summer was just a few bites behind him, the ice cream very nearly spilling over the edge as it melted. “A small town outside of Dallas.”

Summer finished her ice cream and jumped to her feet, dusting off her hands. “So, you asked me some questions. It’s your turn to answer.”

“Answer what?” Eric blinked a few times, completely lost.

“Favorite ice cream flavor and hometown.” Summer held out her hand for his wrapper and took it, along with hers, to the nearby trash can. “Come on. It’s only fair.”

Eric appeared surprised for another moment or two, but then he brought out that toothy grin he appeared so fond of. “I’m from Colorado Springs, and… my favorite ice cream flavor is silly.”

Summer quirked a brow. “How can it be silly?”

Eric shrugged. “Everyone always laughs.”

“That doesn’t necessarily mean it’s silly. It could be cool or interesting or enjoyable.” Summer nudged him on the shoulder and smiled. “You can tell me, Eric. You can tell me anything.”

Eric bit down on his lip, dropped his gaze to the dirt, and shrank in on himself. “Vanilla.”

Summer didn’t miss a beat. “With or without chocolate?”

He appeared genuinely surprised when she didn’t laugh, and it was with a hesitant smile that he answered, “With.”

Summer did laugh at that, but her only comment was, “Classics never go out of style, Eric.”

Eric smiled at that, clearly relieved by her lack of ridicule, and got to his feet. “So, are we going back to your house?”

Summer shook her head and began for the car. “No, I got a text from Denny. He has some questions about your new room, so I’m taking you to the office, and then we’ll go home later. Okay?”

Eric nodded his head rapidly, an excited giggle rising in his throat. “I can’t believe I get my own room at the office.”

They both got into the car, and Summer put her keys in the ignition. “I just hope it doesn’t take too long for us to get it ready for you.”

Eric turned his head and looked at her, nothing but adoration in his eyes. “Ms. Raines, you could keep me in a cage, and I would be happy.”

Summer licked her lips, swallowing around the lump that formed in her throat. “We would never put you in a cage, Eric.”

Eric didn’t lose his exuberant smile. “I didn’t think so; you guys are too nice, but, you know…” He shrugged and looked out the window, tone still peppy. “Like, if you couldn’t get the permanent residency approved or ran out of funding or if I was bad…” He shrugged again. “Well, I would still be happy. That’s all I meant.”

Summer’s heart fluttered, but she maintained her outward composure. She wanted Eric to have a very specific idea of who she was: calm, strong, compassionate, but above all, level-headed. She wanted Eric to know he could tell her anything, and she would never respond with shock or disgust or anger. She wanted to be a person Eric instinctively classified as safe.

“Eric,” she said softly, putting a hand on his knee. “We will never put you in a cage. If you do something wrong, you are still keeping your room. It will be yours, and no one will take it from you. If, for some reason, you couldn’t go to your room, you would come home with someone on the team.” She smiled a bit, meeting his eyes and praying he saw nothing but care and compassion. “Okay?”

Eric considered the words for a moment, and then he began to smile and nod. It was slight, just a faint jerk of the head and a twitch of the lips, but it was there.

“Thank you, Ms. Raines.” His smile broadened a bit. “Thank you so much.” He leaned toward her, reaching out an arm, but then came to an abrupt stop. “Um…”

Summer simply kept looking at him. “What is it?” she prodded gently.

“Well, it’s just…” Eric dropped his arm and fidgeted in his seat. “I just… Mr. Prichard said that sometimes… sometimes friends hug each other. You just… you just made me really happy with what you said, and I was wondering… I was thinking maybe…” He looked down, as if ashamed. “Can I hug you, Ms. Raines?”

“Of course you can, Eric. You can always, always hug me.”

Eric let out a little noise of delight and threw his arms around her, squeezing tightly with another whispered, “Thank you, Ms. Raines.”

“You are so very welcome, Eric.”

It was a good thing he couldn’t see her face. She didn’t want him to feel responsible for her tears.

  *

“Is that… is that a planner?”

Sam looked up from the book in front of him, startled.

Summer covered her mouth, clearly trying not to laugh. “What, are you a soccer mom now?”

Sam maintained a scowl for no more than three seconds, and then he caved. “Soccer dad, thank you very much.” He looked back down at the planner. “Kenzie actually has been talking about joining a soccer team.”

Summer approached the desk and looked over his shoulder. “Seriously, why the planner? You usually keep everything on your phone.” She squinted and leaned a little closer. “Are you color coding your ink?”

Sam let out a sigh and looked up at her, irritation seeping from every pore. “Yes, Summer, I’m color coding the ink in my planner.” He once again failed to stay angry. “It’s for Eric. Well, it’s for me, but it’s for me for him.”

Summer gave him a questioning look, and with a twist of embarrassment in his gut, he began to explain.

“My schedule is in black ink, and anything scheduled for Eric is in blue. For example…” He pointed to July 27th. “He has an appointment with the new psychiatrist next week. I’m in a meeting that day, so…” He held up the red pen. “Darren is going to stick around and keep an eye on things, which it says right there. If the date is circled in red, it means Eric can stay with Darren that night.”

“What color am I?”

Sam looked up from his project, a slight grin tugging at his lips. “Pink,” he said “Cute,” Summer said. “And not a bit sexist. What are you using for his social appointments?”

“Social appointments?” Sam echoed, both amused and surprised by Summer’s sudden and intense involvement in Eric’s life.

“You know what the job is like, Sam. If we don’t schedule things like taking him for coffee or getting him a library card, it’ll never happen. He’s never going to learn to interact with people in a healthy way if he doesn’t get out.” Summer snapped her fingers and pointed at him. “We should get him a map. Denny said it really freaked him out when he got lost, but with his memory, it would be easy for him to memorize the layout of everything in and around Denver. It would be a great way for him to learn independence. You know, running for coffee by himself or just taking a walk around the area.”

Sam leaned back in his chair and watched her carefully, a faint smile touching his features. “You seem to have put a lot of thought into this.” He paused. “Why the sudden interest?”

Summer frowned, a bit offended. “What do you mean?”

“Well, everyone on this team is invested in Eric, but he’s been here for… eight days now, and all of a sudden, you’re just…” Sam rolled his hand, letting her brain fill in the blank for him. “Did something happen?”

Summer looked down at her hands, toying with the ring on her right index finger. “A lot of things happened,” she said, but she didn’t go into detail.

“Is there… something else you came in here for?” he ventured, watching her cautiously.

Summer inhaled to clear her sinuses, and when she looked back up at him, there was no moisture in her eyes. “Yes. Jill Molson from DHS called and said we have a case. She said it’s sensitive, and she wants to discuss it with you, personally, in her office.”

Sam couldn’t help the instinctual sensation of dread brought on by imminent interaction with their DHS liaison, but he tried to maintain his professionalism. “I’ll go there now. Gather everyone in the conference room?”

“Can do.” Summer nodded and left to follow orders.

Sam let out a sigh and got to his feet, deciding there was no point in putting off the inevitable. He grabbed his cell phone and headed for the door, stopping just long enough to glance at the stack of North Forest Hospital files he and Darren had only gotten halfway through.

Easy, Prichard. Rome wasn’t built in a day.

Sam shook his head. He had a job to do.

  *

“I’m sorry you had to stay behind because of me.”

Summer looked up from the case file in her hands and found herself mesmerized by Eric’s outfit for the third time that day.

Blue jeans, a white button-down shirt with long sleeves, and a thin cotton sports jacket, which he let hang open. At least he wasn’t wearing a tie. He had walked into the office that morning with a black ball cap on his head, plain sneakers on his feet, and a giddy smile on his face.

But it looked right on him. Summer couldn’t explain it—maybe it was the way he wore it, or maybe it was the obvious happiness it gave him—but for whatever reason, it looked right.

“Uh…” Summer blinked and shook her head. “Sorry, what?”

“I apologized for keeping you here.” Eric shifted in his seat and rubbed his nose a few times. “I know the only reason you stayed behind is because someone has to watch me.”

Summer set the file aside and shook her head. “Don’t apologize. If I wanted to go along that badly, I would have asked Sam to keep someone else here.” She smiled. “If you ask me, I got lucky. I have the whole conference room to myself, my favorite coffee shop is two blocks away, and I get to sleep in my own bed tonight.”

Eric relaxed a little, looking down at his lap with a tiny smile. “You’re too nice.”

“No such thing.” Summer began spreading pictures and papers out on the table. “Besides, I didn’t say anything that wasn’t true.”

Eric rubbed his nose. “Can I…” He trailed off and didn’t attempt to finish his question.

“Can you…?” Summer pressed.

Eric looked up for a moment and then looked back down. “Um, never mind.” He rubbed his nose a few times, shifting from foot to foot. “Wanna work on the case?”

Summer was curious, but Eric had already shared quite a bit with her the day before. She didn’t want to make him feel like he had to tell her everything, so she let it drop with a smile.

“Well, if we don’t want to get in trouble with Sam, I think we definitely have to work on the case.”

Eric cracked a fleeting smile, looking over the information they had before tossing out a comment. “I don’t like this case.”

Summer frowned a bit and looked at him. “What do you mean?”

“They told us the staff at Landsdown Boys School cut the boys down because they thought they might still be alive. Just looking at the pictures the medical examiner sent over, I can’t see how that’s possible. They have extensive bruising around the neck and eyes, and if the time of death that came with the files is accurate, rigor mortis would have definitely set in by the time they were found. I can understand a random passerby thinking there was something they could do, but the staff would have at least some level of medical training.”

Summer nodded her head slowly, considering his argument. “So, we could be walking into a deliberately contaminated crime scene.” She paused, following his train of thought to the next conclusion. “Which would mean we can’t trust the statements of the people in charge.”

“Which means all the evidence is corrupted to some extent.”

Summer blew her hair out of her eyes and pulled her phone from her belt. “I’ll message Sam and see what he wants us to do.”

Eric picked up one of the school transcripts. “You should also tell them not to assume these are suicides.” He read the whole sheet in thirty-seven seconds. “Donnie Halper didn’t back out of a suicide pact.”

“What do you mean?”

“If he backed out or wasn’t part of a pact in the first place, he would have tried to save the other students. They would have already been cut down when the lieutenant arrived, but they weren’t. If Donnie hadn’t been able to save them, he would have attempted to get help—something like smoke signals, given the training the students receive—and if that hadn’t worked, he would have stayed at the campsite to explain the situation as soon as someone arrived to pick them up. Instead, he vanished, and there are really only two reasons people avoid help.”

Summer folded her arms over her chest and nodded slowly. “Either they’re hiding something…”

“Or the help can’t be trusted.” Eric turned the photo in his hands toward Summer. “Donnie Halper either killed those boys, or he knows who did and knows going back to the academy isn’t safe.”

Summer looked over the files on the table a few more times. “We should still look into the first boy’s suicide. If that was murder, it’s cause for a coverup. If it wasn’t, it could be what motivated our killer.”

Eric nodded in agreement. “Revenge and self-preservation are powerful motivators.”

Summer opened her phone and pulled up a blank message, typing a few words before she stopped. “Let’s wait until we get the medical examiner’s report.”

Eric quirked a brow, confused. “Why?”

“Until we get that, this is just a hunch. If we wait until we have the report, the team should already be on the ground, investigating the staff and students. Not only will we have evidence to back our idea, but we’ll know we didn’t influence their first impressions.”

Eric nodded and smiled, immediately understanding. “That makes sense. You’re really smart, Ms. Raines.”

Summer was surprised by the compliment, but it made her smile nonetheless. “Thank you.”


TEN

Eric smiled, looked at the case files, and then looked back up, concern and fear suddenly dominating his features. “Was it you or someone you know?”

Summer blinked a few times, lost. “Um, sorry, what?”

Eric looked at the files again. “Suicide. I noticed the way your body language changed as soon as Sam said the victims hanged themselves, and you’ve been fingering your necklace on and off all day. You’re doing it now, actually.”

Summer looked down and saw he was right. She hadn’t even realized her hand had moved.

“It was, uh…” She shook her head, still reeling from the sudden change in topic. “It was my best friend, Jeannette.”

Eric rubbed his nose and then pulled out a chair, sitting down and putting his feet up on the seat with him. “Um… do you… I mean, because your friend… um… why did she… um, I mean…” He trailed off, biting down on his lip. “What do you think about… about people who hurt or kill themselves… for attention?”

Summer furrowed her brow, once again confused by the jump, even if it wasn’t as drastic.

“Well, I…” Summer leaned back against the table and crossed her arms, considering her answer carefully. “I don’t think they understand what someone who genuinely wants to die is going through, but I don’t think they should be ignored or ridiculed, either. I think you would have to be… incredibly lonely and unwanted to believe people will only care about you if you hurt or kill yourself. It might not be the same kind of pain, but it’s still pain. It’s just different.” She turned to look at him. “Does that make sense?”

Eric nodded and curled up a little tighter, tracing idle patterns on the side of his leg. “So… you wouldn’t be angry at someone who… I mean, if someone told you…”

Summer pushed off the table and grabbed a chair of her own. She sat directly across from Eric and leaned forward, trying to find his eyes. “Eric, have you been thinking about suicide?” she asked softly.

Eric shook his head quickly, but he didn’t look at her. “No, not anymore. I… I did, though, a long time ago.” He began scratching his leg, and his voice was thick when he continued. “When I… when I was talking to Lee, I wanted him… to know I understood him, so I… I told him about… about how I tried, and…” He broke off into a sob but quickly reeled himself back in. “I guess I kinda… I hoped… I thought maybe…”

“Hey.” Summer grabbed his chair and pulled him as close as she could. “It’s okay. You can tell me.”

Eric didn’t say anything right away, one hand coming up to rub at his nose again. “I thought maybe Mr. Prichard or Mr. Cortlandt would—would ask me about it.” He dropped his hand a little. “Or—or talk to me, maybe. I thought… I thought maybe Mr. Prichard wouldn’t be so angry at me if he knew…”

Eric shook his head, another quiet sob escaping him. “I know it’s not an excuse, and—and it wasn’t—that wasn’t why I did it, but I just—I just—” He took a trembling breath and looked up, tears rolling down his cheeks. “Am I a bad person, Ms. Raines?”

Summer felt a stabbing pain in her chest, and she immediately grabbed Eric’s ankles, pulling them until he put his feet back on the floor. She reached out and cupped his face in her hands, causing his gaze to flicker away.

“Eric, look at me.”

He swallowed hard and did as he was told, shaking a bit.

Summer shook her head slowly, never taking her eyes off his, not even blinking. “You are not a bad person, Eric.” She gently thumbed his cheek, shaking her head again. “It isn’t wrong to want to know that somebody cares.”

Eric let out a sob, his entire body sagging with relief. He took several deep, trembling breaths. “That isn’t why I did it. I promise.”

“Hey, listen.” Summer only shook her head again. “I don’t care. I don’t care why you did it. It doesn’t matter. All that matters, all I care about, is the fact that you, at some point in your life, thought that trying to kill yourself was a good thing.”

Eric sniffed, tears staining his cheeks.

“You promise me something, okay?”

Eric nodded, sniffing again.

“If you ever start to have those thoughts or feelings again, promise you’ll come to me. No matter what kind of feelings they are. If you ever feel trapped or exhausted or worthless—if you feel like no one cares and you need attention—come to me. We will figure something out.”

Eric nodded a few times and wiped his cheeks. “I can do that.”

Summer looked him dead in the eye. “Promise me.”

Eric blinked away his tears. “I promise.”

Summer slowly let go of his face, dropping her hands in to her lap.

He went from fine to guilt-ridden breakdown. So, what’s next?

“Hey.” Summer nudged his knee. “Let’s start working on motives. We were really on a roll there. Well, you were, but I helped.”

Eric sniffed and smiled, blinking rapidly. “We were on a roll.” He grinned a bit. “It’s, uh, it’s actually funny you should bring up motive, because I was just thinking about Reggie‘s suicide again. According to his file, he was only twelve, which means he was one of the youngest students at Landsdown. That would also make him one of the smallest and most vulnerable. I think we should look into bullying as a possible cause for the suicide.”

Summer blinked a few times. Apparently, going right back to normal is what’s next.

“Does that sound bad coming from me? I mean, because of the Lee thing?”

Summer thought about it for a moment and then shook her head. “No, Reggie definitely would have been a prime target for bullying, and the five boys found in the woods were all upperclassmen. They were bigger, stronger, older… and the school motto is, ‘Conquer Your Fears,’ so I doubt they teach classes on empathy and emotional support.”

Eric nodded his head a few times. “We should start looking into Reggie‘s family.”

Summer looked up at him, shaking her head with awe. “You’re good, Eric. I mean, you already know that, but you’re really good. You’re not even there, and you’re investigating all these traits just from paper.”

Eric gave her a sheepish smile. “Don’t forget, Ms. Raines—I solved 22 cases from inside North Forest Hospital.” He looked a little bitter for a moment, lips pouting a bit. “My file says I was only consulted from the hospital, but I solved them. I figured it out, alone, with no one helping me.”

“They shouldn’t have done that, Eric.” Summer tensed up a bit, not liking the sudden change in his countenance. “You have a right to be recognized for your hard work.”

“I know I do.” Eric began to scratch at his arm, growing angrier by the second, beginning to pace in the conference room. “It’s just—it’s just ridiculous! How can anybody be so, so, so stupid to actually believe someone with my level of intelligence was only consulted on every single case they were handed? If a free man did it, it would be totally different, but—” He pressed his palms to his eyes and uttered a frustrated shout. “It’s just not—it’s just not fair!”

Summer barely had time to react before Eric swiped the evidence off the table, sending the box, folders, and papers flying. Stay calm. She slowly leaned forward and didn’t let herself jump when Eric slammed his hands down on the tabletop. Don’t scare him. She stopped moving and spoke softly, trying to get his attention without aggravating him further.

“Eric… I want to help, but in order to do that, I need to know what is making you so angry.”

Eric mumbled something to the table, his hands drumming on the tabletop.

“I can’t hear… “

“I said I don’t know!” Eric slammed his hands on the table again, but he uttered a sound that was more upset than angry. “I don’t know, Ms. Raines.” He turned away from the table and began to pace again. “I don’t know, I don’t know, I don’t know! I don’t know, and I hate it! This is—this is such a stupid thing to get so angry over, and most of the time—most of the time it doesn’t even bother me, but sometimes, Ms. Raines—sometimes I just get so angry, and I don’t know why, but I can’t make it stop. I try to talk myself down, I try to take deep breaths, and it just makes everything worse!”

Eric finally stopped pacing, throwing his back against the wall and dropping unceremoniously to the floor. He stared blankly ahead, the passion draining from his eyes. “And sometimes…” His voice cracked. “…sometimes when it goes away, I feel better, but most of the time… I just get so tired, Ms. Raines. I—do you have any idea how…” He panted, chest heaving. “…how exhausting it is to be that angry?”

Summer slowly approached him, stepping over the scattered papers carefully. She joined Eric on the floor, leaning back against the wall with a sigh.

Eric shook his head, eyes glassy with tears he wouldn’t—or perhaps couldn’t—shed. “I just… I don’t understand, Ms. Raines. Why am I this way?”

Summer shook her head slowly and moved a little closer, cautiously putting an arm around him. “I don’t know, Eric.” She shook her head again. “We’re gonna figure this out. Sam made an appointment with a psychiatrist for you, and it’s coming up soon.”

Eric physically recoiled at the information, a desperate whine rising in his throat as tearful eyes implored her. “No, please! Please don’t put me on more medication. Please—”

“Shh.” Summer shook her head immediately. “No, Eric, no. We want to do the opposite, okay? We want you to be evaluated so that we can get you off some of these pills you’re on, change some things around, and just—we just want to find something that works for you.”

Eric stared at her, fear still evident in his honey-brown eyes, but he didn’t shy away from her any more. “R-really?” He sniffed and dragged his arm across his eyes. “You mean it?”

Summer nodded her head, smiling warmly. “Yes, I mean it. We’re gonna get to the bottom of this, okay? Depression, anxiety, mood disorders, personality disorders… whatever it is, we’re going to figure it out and find a way to treat it. We’re gonna make it better.”

  *

“I had a thought.”

Sam stopped halfway to his office, turning to look at Summer with a combination of concern and urgency in his eyes. “Can it wait? I want to check on Eric.”

Summer opened her mouth, stopped, and then spoke. “I don’t know. It’s about Eric, but it’s going to sound crazy …” She shook her head. “Does it seem like we are busier than usual?”

Sam thought about it for a moment. She said it was about Eric, so he figured she meant since Eric had first arrived, which was almost ten days ago. It wasn’t all that unbelievable to have two cases in little over a week, but when he counted the case Eric was initially called in for…

“Do we have another one?” He figured something had triggered her thoughts, so he went with the most likely scenario.

Summer nodded. “Yeah. Ron says they seem to be coming out of the woodwork…” She chewed on her lip, crossing her arms. “It just seems like too many coincidences. We hire Eric, and we get a case—a spree killing we can’t put off—where Eric identifies with the killer. We’re barely home a day, and we get another case—one we’re supposed to keep in-house, so again, it can’t wait—that gets Eric’s mind on suicide. I just… North Forest Hospital would know his triggers, they’re not cooperating with us at all, and it almost seems like… like Eric could be doing really well, but these cases seem to be sending him downhill.”

Sam considered the idea for a moment, but he finally found himself sidetracked by the mention of suicide. “Is Eric thinking about suicide?”

Summer shook her head. “I don’t think so. He was… he talked about his suicide attempts. He was hurt that you and Denny didn’t say anything to him about it after the Ramey case.”

Sam let out a frustrated sigh, but he blamed himself for the bad call. “We had just fought, and then we talked about North Forest Hospital, and he was so upset and emotionally drained. I thought it would overwhelm him if I kept pressing; Denny did, too.”

“Hey.” Summer shook her head, as empathetic as ever, and spoke softly. “If he hadn’t been upset about it, he wouldn’t have opened up to me, and we had a really good talk yesterday.” She paused. “We had a couple of really good talks.”

“I can talk to him about it. I’ll leave an opening so he can bring it up if he wants to.” She shrugged her shoulders. “I told you, I had a thought. That’s all it was.”

Sam barely heard her, his mind looking at her comment from another angle and finding an entirely different motive. “They could benefit from this another way. If Eric is doing poorly in our care, they could call for an investigation into Windlass on allegations of abuse.”

“Could you talk to Molson? Find out if anyone from North Forest Hospital has been asking about us?”

Sam shook his head, reminding himself to join Denny in the liaison’s office later. “She got sick and ended up in the hospital yesterday. She’s going to be out of pocket for a while.”

“So, someone new will be coming in.” Summer pressed her lips together, nodding her head sarcastically. “Convenient.”

Sam lowered his voice a bit and leaned a little closer. “Your theory is flimsy at best, but if you’re right, the evidence is out there. You can’t let it affect your work, but if you keep looking into this idea, I won’t stop you. Just bring everything you find to me so we can compare notes.”

Summer looked at him oddly for a second, and then understanding smoothed away the crease in her brow. “I can do that.”

“I know you can.” Sam gave her a brief smirk. “I’m going to check on Eric. When are we going over the new case?”

“First thing tomorrow morning, so you have half a day to file your reports.”

Sam let out a brief sigh but said nothing, walking toward his office with a scowl on his face. It’s far-fetched, but North Forest Hospital has certainly been giving us problems. His frown deepened. I guess it’s possible North Forest Hospital is somehow arranging for specific cases to come to Windlass, but it’s unlikely. They might know Eric, but if they sent us cases that they expect to affect Eric negatively, they would be betting on the reaction of everyone here contributing to the problem. Otherwise, cases like that would only help Eric learn to trust us.

Though, in a way, that was what happened. If there was something to the conspiracy theory, it was possible North Forest Hospital was about to realize their tactic wasn’t working. It was possible they would change things up, unexpectedly, and be more successful than before.

Sam stepped into his office and shook the thoughts away. If Summer found anything, she would bring it to him. He had only one priority at the moment.

“Eric.” Sam pushed the chair from behind his desk over to the sofa and sat down, squeezing Eric’s shoulder. “Hey, you awake?”

“Mm-hmm.” Eric’s eyes didn’t open. “Sorry, Mr. Prichard.”

Sam didn’t remove his hand, and he spoke with a soothing voice. “What are you sorry for?”

Eric heaved a sigh and shrugged, whispering his reply. “This.”

He usually wears his heart on his sleeve, but could this all be from his sudden fit of anger? He’s so exhausted he can barely speak. It has to be a build-up of depression, but did it start before he got here or only since then?

Sam gave the arm another squeeze and began to rub gently, knowing how much Eric craved physical touch. “You haven’t done anything wrong, Eric. There isn’t anything you need to apologize for, okay?”

Eric didn’t say anything, but it was obvious he was trying to fight off the exhaustion. He looked for just a moment like he might cry, but he didn’t seem to have the energy.

Energy. “Eric,” Sam brightened. “You want to try an energy drink?”

Eric gave the slightest shake of the head. “Not enough.”

“It’s something,” Sam tried. “It can’t hurt.”

Eric only shrugged, the life seeming to drain out of him. It was like every last drop of energy had been used to complete the talk. Eric had nothing left. He laid his head down again on the sofa.

But he isn’t passed out. He’s awake, he’s just… Sam remained silent, sitting by the sofa and gently running his hand through Eric’s hair on a loop. I hope he forgives me. I hope I’m not wrong. He hung his head a bit, staring at his shoes. Three and a half more days, and then maybe we can get some answers.

Sam was counting down the hours.


ELEVEN

Denny leaned back in his chair and stretched his arms over his head, yawning loudly. He picked up his coffee cup, finding it empty and cold. Clearly, it had been entirely too long since he refilled.

If they don’t find something soon, I’m turning in for the night.

Denny poured coffee into his mug and microwaved it for thirty seconds, drumming his fingers on the counter as he waited. It was silent in the room, everyone else having gone home, but there was a heaviness to it that most of the time wasn’t there.

I should check on Eric. 

Denny grabbed his coffee and made his way across the room, reaching up with his free hand to rub some of the tension from his neck. He knocked on the door to Eric’s room, letting himself in without waiting for a response.

“Hey, kid,” he whispered. “You awake?”

Eric rolled over so he could see Denny, but that was his only answer.

“You still feeling pretty bad?” Denny realized the stupidity of the question as soon as it left his tongue. “Is there anything I can do?”

“I’m just tired,” Eric said. “So tired.”

Denny had brought the bed the day before, which was a good thing, because Eric informed everyone that, unless someone carried him, he wasn’t going to make it to Summer’s house that night. Summer had gone to the Dollar General store and bought sheets and a blanket, and they put the bed in the middle of the freshly painted room. Eric didn’t care.

Eric didn’t care about anything anymore.

Jade volunteered to sleep on the sofa in Sam’s office, insisting that the others needed to get a good night’s sleep—particularly Sam and Summer. So, after spending all day on the sofa, Eric got up to use the bathroom and moved to the bed. He was still lying there when Jade woke up, with only minimal changes to his position.

“Is there anything else I can do for you?” Denny sipped his coffee again, and the action brought a thought to mind. “You want some caffeine? I can make some fresh coffee.”

Eric considered the option for a few seconds, and then he shook his head. “Mr. Prichard already… It has to be stronger.” His lips twisted up, and from what Denny could see in the dim light, Eric looked like he was going to cry.

“Hey,” Denny said softly, walking over to the bed and crouching down so they were eye to eye. “Hey, what’s the matter, mate?”

“I can’t get up, Mr. Cortlandt.” Eric shook his head a bit, tears thick in his voice but absent from his eyes. “I want to get up. I want to do things. I hate this, but… but I just can’t get up, and I…”

Denny listened to make sure Eric was done talking, and then he reached up to put a hand on Eric’s shoulder. “It’s g—”

“Don’t.” Eric flinched away, a guilty expression tainting his features shortly thereafter. “Sorry. I… I don’t most of the time mind, but… but sometimes I just don’t like to be touched.”

Denny nodded understandingly and lowered his hand. “Hey, don’t worry about it.”

Eric didn’t look guilty anymore, but that didn’t make Denny feel better; Eric didn’t have the ability to maintain any facial expression for more than a moment.

“I was going to say,” Denny began, drawing the talk back toward Eric’s emotional state, “that it’s going to get better. I know you can’t see the light at the end of the tunnel right now, but it’s there. I promise you, whiz kid, it is there, and you’re gonna make it.”

Eric only sighed, eyes partially closed, body unmoving. “How?”

“We’re gonna get someone in here who can help you figure out what’s wrong. We’re gonna get you off some of those pills, maybe put you on some new ones, and we’ll keep learning and trying new things until we find something that works.” Denny reached out to pat Eric on the shoulder but stopped himself. “It might take a while, but everything will be okay in the end.”

Eric blinked sluggishly, sniffed, and managed brief eye contact. “Can you… tell me that again?”

Denny nodded, speaking with every ounce of sincerity he had in him. “Whiz kid, you gotta listen to me. It’s going to be okay. Everything is going to be okay.”

Eric screwed his eyes shut, emotion flickering across his face before disappearing.

“No matter what, it’s going to be okay. You hear me, whiz kid?”

Eric nodded weakly, eyes still closed.

“Come on, man, I wanna hear you say it.” Denny leaned in a little closer and lowered his voice. “C’mon, whiz kid, say it’s going to be okay.”

Eric nodded again, but he didn’t say anything.

“Come on, Eric,” Denny put his hands on the edge of the mattress, getting as close as he could without actually touching Eric. “Come on, say it for me. Tell me everything is gonna be okay.”

Eric took a deep breath. “It is.”

“No, no, I want you to say it.”

“Everything… is gonna be okay.”

“Good, say it again.”

“Everything is gonna be okay.”

“Everything is gonna be okay, mate.”

“Everything is gonna be okay.”

“You got it, lad.” Denny smiled on the off chance Eric opened his eyes.

Eric lay very still for a moment, he took another deep breath, and his voice was shakier when he spoke again. “I… I don’t want to be here anymore, Mr. Cortlandt. Could I… could I go home with you? Instead of you staying here?”

“Yeah, Eric, you can come home with me.” Denny gestured vaguely to the conference room. “I have a few more things to look into, a couple papers to file, and then we can go.”

Eric gave a slight nod. “I… I’ll just be here.”

Denny looked at Eric with sympathy in his eyes, and then he left the room to finish up work, frustrated by his lack of ability to do something.

Denny was a fixer. He always had been, he probably always would be. He took care of the people he cared about, and the best way to take care of someone was to fix their problems. 

Unfortunately, too many problems in the world were unfixable; or they could be fixed, but Denny didn’t have the tools or know-how to do it. It was an infuriating predicament to be trapped in, and it appeared Eric liked to put Denny in it.

Not that it was Eric’s fault. Denny would never blame Eric.

“Hey, whiz kid. Ready to go?”

Eric inhaled deeply and sat up. He got his legs over the edge of the bed and got to his feet, his movements slow and disjointed.

“You alright? You need help?”

Eric kicked his feet into his shoes, only partially successful. “I’m okay,” he said listlessly.

Denny doubted the truthfulness of the statement, but he let it slide, choosing instead to back out of the doorway. He didn’t know whether or not Eric was still in a no-touching phase, and the kid looked so miserable, Denny didn’t want to risk anything.

“Can I lean on you?” Eric almost made it to the elevator before he was forced to give in.

“Sure, mate.” Denny figured he couldn’t support Eric without touching him, so he put his arm around Eric’s shoulders and put Eric’s arm around himself. “Is that alright?”

Eric gave a tired nod, feet scuffing with every step he took, shoes never fully leaving the ground. “Can you tell me again?”

Denny hit the appropriate button to summon the elevator, not missing the way Eric stared blankly at it. He looked like he was zoning out, but Denny knew he wasn’t.

“Everything is going to be okay, whiz kid. I know it, Sam knows it, Darren, Summer, Jade—we all know it. It’s a fact.”

Eric let Denny lead him into the elevator, head hanging low. “It’s so hard…”

“What is?” Denny got them both out of the elevator and began toward the parking garage.

“Everything.” Eric walked at a painfully slow pace, but Denny didn’t rush him. “Walking, talking, thinking… smiling, frowning… standing, moving…”

“I know, kid.”

Eric shook his head. “No, you don’t.” Despite the words, he didn’t sound angry. “No one understands until they’ve been there, and… and there aren’t enough words in any language to explain this feeling.”

Denny opened the passenger side door, and Eric collapsed into the seat. “If you feel up to it, you can keep talking, kid. It might help.”

Eric gave a weary nod and waited until Denny closed his door, grabbing at his seatbelt and letting his head rest against the glass.

Denny walked around the car and got in, shoving his keys into the ignition and wasting no time in pulling out. He wanted to get Eric into a bed as soon as possible.

“I don’t remember what I was saying…”

“You were talking about how you feel right now,” Denny answered, giving Eric his full attention, despite having to keep his eyes on the road. “You said you can’t explain it, but you could try. I’ll listen.”

Eric stared blankly at the glove box handle. “It’s… it’s like your brain slows down. Someone asks a question, and you answer it in your head, but it takes forever to get the words out. Everything seems to be moving so fast, and you want to keep up with it, but you can’t.” He took a deep breath and shook his head, letting out a sigh. “Your brain keeps trying to send signals to your body, but your body just… doesn’t seem to understand.”

Denny nodded slowly, glancing over from time to time so Eric knew he was still listening.

“I can’t make my feet leave the ground. I can’t make my head turn when I want to look at someone. I can’t make my tongue form words when I have something to say.” Eric stopped to take a few breaths, the exertion of talk steadily overwhelming him. “I tell my eyes to look at something, to focus, and they never get the message.” He sniffed and wiped his nose. “And I know how bad the next part is gonna be, and I…”

Denny frowned. “Next part?”

“I know if I stay here too long… if I don’t get better… my brain will stop trying. It won’t try to make me look or think or talk. It’ll just… sleep. You think I’m spending a lot of time sleeping now, but just wait. You haven’t seen anything.” Eric let out a bitter sort of a laugh, more air than noise, and then he fell silent.

Denny didn’t know what he was supposed to say. Eric had no problem asking Denny to affirm him, and he didn’t do that. He just stopped, and Denny felt like he was supposed to do something, but he had no idea what.

“Whiz kid…”

“Why don’t you call me Eric anymore?”

Denny blinked. “Uh, well, it’s just me.” He shrugged. “Whiz kid.” He paused, frowning a bit. “Does it bother you?”

Eric shook his head, and for the first time in a long time, there was a faint smile on his lips. “No. I like it.”

Denny smiled back, nudging Eric on the arm. “Hey, look at that. You’re already doing better.”

But as he said the words, Denny felt something turn in his stomach. Nothing too strong or unnerving, just a sense that something was off. Eric was talking a little too much, a little too coherently, and he was wearing a few too many facial expressions; despite being collapsed against the window, his eyes were starting to follow movement beyond the glass. He had gone from hardly speaking at all to engaging in lengthy talk.

He’s probably just feeling a bit better now that he’s out of the office. 

But Denny didn’t like that explanation, and he couldn’t pretend he didn’t notice when Eric raised his hand to his mouth and chewed on his nails.

It doesn’t matter. He’s feeling better. That’s all that matters.

His gut twisted again.

  *

Denny felt around in the dark for his phone, using it to check the time and letting out a sigh when he realized he had only been asleep for two hours. It’s gonna be one of those nights, isn’t it?

Sighing, he kicked off the sheets and got up, shuffling down the hall toward the kitchen and rubbing the sleep from his eyes. Shouldn’t have had that last cup of coffee. It had felt so necessary when there was still work to do, but in retrospect, he would have been better off without it.

Denny froze, all thoughts of sleep vanishing when he saw Eric sitting on the sofa with his head in his hands.

“I was just about to make myself a hot cocoa. You want some, too?”

Eric looked up, blinked, and offered a slight nod. “That would be nice, thank you.”

Denny gave him a kind smile and got to his feet. “You can sleep in my bed tonight. It’s big enough for the both of us. I’ll be back in, like, five minutes, alright?”

Eric took another deep breath and nodded, slowly getting to his feet. He tested the waters a bit, and when he saw his legs could support him, he ambled down the short hall to Denny’s bedroom.

He can walk on his own, he’s coherent, he’s talking, and he’s on the verge of a panic attack. Denny sighed, continuing to the kitchen. He took something. 

He must have gotten hold of his meds while we were still at the office, maybe… five minutes after I talked to him. We were in the car when it began to kick in, but I went to bed before it could really take effect. Denny prepared the hot chocolate as he thought, his hands going through the motions automatically. It worked, but it worked too well. He’s able to manage, but he’s anxious.

It didn’t seem like that bad of a trade on the surface, but Denny knew it could spiral out of control very quickly. Even if it didn’t, once the Dexedrine wore off, Eric’s body would be even more exhausted than it had been before.

Between last night and today, he got eighteen hours of sleep, and he’s still exhausted. I’m sure taking something that forces his body to stay awake and in motion doesn’t help with that.

Denny let out a sigh and rubbed his forehead.

Now what?

Picking up the drinks, Denny returned to his bedroom, trying to figure out how to proceed. He handed Eric his drink and then sat on the bed, leaning back against the wall, before taking a sip of his own and staring at the one opposite.

Picking a fight wouldn’t help, but he couldn’t ignore it. He can just deny it, and I can’t prove a thing, but I can’t ignore it. Maybe the trade-off really isn’t that bad, but I can’t ignore it. If he thinks he can get away with it, he might be sloppier next time. 

No. No, no, no.

Denny would not think of Eric like a killer. He refused.

Denny finished his hot chocolate and set the empty glass on the nightstand, settling down in the sheets with a contented sigh. He listened to Eric’s somewhat labored breathing, watched his shaking hands grip the cup, and he finally decided what to say.

“Kid, you made a stupid mistake tonight.”

Eric tensed up, holding his breath.

“But everything is still gonna be okay.”

Eric remained still and silent, but he began to breathe again, slowly, cautiously.

Denny left it at that and rolled onto his side, adjusting his pillow and closing his eyes.

“Goodnight, whiz kid.”

“Goodnight, Mr. Cortlandt.” Pause. “Thank you.”

“You’re welcome, whiz kid.”

  *

“Tomorrow’s the big day.” Summer crossed her arms over her chest, leaning against the doorway to Sam’s office. “You have a meeting, right?”

Sam nodded, not looking up from his paperwork. “Yes, but I’ll be back in time to meet with Dr. Raymonds and the team.”

Summer nodded and turned to look at Darren, nodding her head in his direction. “You’ll be here, right?”

Darren looked up, leaning back in his chair. “Yeah. Eric and the doc will be alone in this office, but I’ll be right outside.” He smirked. “I have a perfect vantage point from the coffee maker.”

Summer smiled briefly and then stepped inside, shutting the door behind her just to be safe. “Sam, there are some records that are going to be sent over sometime this week, and I’d like you to go over them with me. I just have a couple questions, since you put me in charge of this whole thing with Eric.”

Sam looked up at that, gesturing across the room with his pen. “It’s alright, Darren knows. He was helping me with the redacted files.”

“Got it.” Summer gave a thumbs up. “I got in touch with an old friend in the government office that gives them their funding, and she said she could get me any North Forest Hospital files that were in the general information databases without raising any flags. I don’t know if it will be helpful, but I thought there might be something hiding in plain sight. Maybe we can figure something out based on turnover rates or expenditures or something, I don’t know. It’s all I have for now.”

Darren snorted. “It’s more than we had.”

Sam tapped his pen on the edge of his desk, a thoughtful expression on his face.

Seconds passed in silence, and then Summer pressed.

“You gonna share?”

Sam smiled lightly and shook his head. “I was just thinking about how long it would take for your friend to get us files, and then I thought about how nice it would be if we had our own technical analyst.”

Darren threw his hands up. “We got a government liaison, a private jet, and a kid; are you ever satisfied?”

Summer smiled at the banter. “Well, you know Sam intends to take over the world, right?”

“Hey, now.” Sam smiled to himself and began working on his report again. “Summer, call Indie. If anybody can get us the files we really need, she can.”

“You mean you haven’t gotten her started on it already?” Summer asked.

Sam grinned at her. “I hadn’t gotten up the nerve to ask, yet,” he said. “On the other hand, I’m beginning to think we might have an actual case against NFH. If anyone can get us that kind of information, she can.”


TWELVE

“I don’t really know where to begin, but I’m glad you called me. With the cocktail of medications this boy is on, it’s no wonder he can’t manage in the field. I don’t know how he’s managing at all, to be perfectly honest.”

Darren pursed his lips. “Yeah, well… he actually isn’t managing. So, what do we do?”

“It seems to me North Forest Hospital has been medicating the effects of the medicine they put him on. I don’t know why they would do that, but it’s been known to happen. Usually not to this extent, but…” Dr. Raymonds appeared disgusted for a moment, but then he shook it off. “Well, that is neither here nor there.”

Sam, who was seated next to Raymonds, shook his head and leaned on the table a bit. “What do you mean, that they were medicating the medicine?”

“Well, let me see, here.” Raymonds pulled his glasses from his breast pocket and slipped them on, looking over his notes. “Hmm.”

Dr. Alphonso Raymonds. He appeared to be a nice gentleman—somewhere in his late fifties, white, with brown eyes and a bald head—and Darren had no qualms about letting him talk to Eric. From the get-go, Raymonds had been frank but kind, and his patience when dealing with Eric was exemplary. Darren liked him, which was good, because if Darren didn’t like someone, there was no way they would be coming anywhere near Eric.

“Here.” Dr. Raymonds adjusted his glasses. “He had a few major depressive episodes when he was a teenager, and they put him on Prozac at fourteen.”

“Prozac is a mood stabilizer, right?” Jade tapped the arm of her chair, and it looked like she was processing a lot more than she let on.

“It is, but when they began it, they were using it as a booster. There are a lot of medications that can aid antidepressants in low doses, despite the fact that their therapeutic dose would have a completely different purpose.” Raymonds rested his elbows on top of the file and laced his fingers together. “Based on the amount of time Eric spent on the lower dose, I would say it was meant to be just a booster. It didn’t work for him, and it caused some nasty side effects; however, instead of taking him off the medication or trying something else, they diagnosed the negative reaction as the appearance of mood swings and increased the dose.”

Denny pointed to the table in front of him. “They did this several times? With several medications?”

Raymonds held a hand up and tilted it from side to side. “Well, they took very poor notes, so it’s possible there’s another explanation, but this is the one that makes the most sense.”

Darren and Sam exchanged a brief glance, knowing the notes had probably been fine prior to redaction.

“Regardless of how it happened, Eric is overmedicated and overdiagnosed. In and of itself, being overdiagnosed isn’t all that uncommon, but it’s very odd for someone so young.”

Summer frowned a bit. “Can you explain that?”

“If insurance is going to cover or help pay for the treatment of anything, there has to be a diagnosis, but consultants don’t have insurance. Everything about their treatment is covered by government funding, so there’s no need to grasp at straws for a diagnosis. If there isn’t one, there simply isn’t one, and it should stop there.” Raymonds opened a folder and began leafing through the pages inside. “Here we have a diagnosis of Borderline Personality Disorder, and another diagnosis of Bipolar Disorder. I have diagnosed him with simple depression, which we can reevaluate once he’s on a reasonable amount of medication.”

Sam nodded a few times, focusing entirely on Dr. Raymonds. “So, what is the plan? How do we move forward from here?”

“Well, the first thing is to get all of you an updated list on what he can and can’t have or be doing. You said he was on Dexedrine, yes?”

Sam offered a slight nod, somewhat tense.

“I have used the same thing for many of my patients with depression. It helps them get through a shift at work, stay awake while driving, or make it to an appointment they can’t miss, like a wedding or funeral. However, it isn’t supposed to be a staple, and it shouldn’t be mixed with other stimulants.” Dr. Raymonds looked at Denny then, seemingly changing the topic. “You said he likes music?”

Denny nodded. “Uh, yeah. He loves it.”

Summer let out an almost incredulous laugh, a striking fondness in her blue eyes. “He’s always listening to something, if he isn’t busy.”

Sam shook his head. “I feel like an idiot, not realizing he was so doped up.”

Raymonds only shook his head, the look on his face unjudging. “It isn’t your fault. It’s not your responsibility to know how all of these drugs interact with each other. Eric should have come from North Forest Hospital with a list of warnings and any dietary limitations necessary. That’s why our first step is to get us all on the same page.” Raymonds took his glasses off and leaned back in his chair. “The Dexedrine he’s on doesn’t stay in his system, so there’s no need to ease him off of it. Because of that, it’ll be the first thing to get removed from his daily medications. If he needs it to stay awake, that’s fine, but if he chooses to take it, he can’t have any caffeine and sugar should be limited. On the other hand, if he doesn’t need it to stay awake, he can drink coffee, take aspirin for headaches, and so on and so forth. If, for some reason, you absolutely must have the two mix, it won’t hurt him, but it will leave him very, very agitated.”

Darren stroked his chin, staring blankly at the center of the table for a moment, not entirely sure where his thoughts wanted to take him. “Eric would have access to medical textbooks, wouldn’t he?”

Raymonds licked his lips and thought for a moment, eyes wandering upward. “I can’t be completely sure, but I don’t think it would have been censored by the program. If there were drugs that could be used to make bioweapons, then maybe, but there shouldn’t be any harm in letting a kid have a few psychology and pharmacology textbooks.”

Darren frowned a little deeper. “What are the chances he doesn’t know he’s overmedicated and overdiagnosed?”

Raymonds shook his head. “Non-existent.”

Sam gave a sigh and turned his chair a bit, looking toward the office where Eric was sleeping on the sofa. “He told us several times that he was on too many medications, but we had no way of knowing whether he was being truthful until now.”

Darren watched Sam for a moment or two. It may have been a fair statement, but Sam didn’t seem convinced of his own words, and the way his gaze lingered on Eric’s room implied guilt to Darren.

“It’s understandable.” Raymonds gave a shrug. “That’s the entire point of the program, right? If we believe everything people like him say, they could talk us into just about anything. We’re supposed to trust that someone is keeping an eye on them and taking care of them.”

Jade scoffed and shook her head. “Yeah, well, they’re doing a bad job.”

“Agreed.” Dr. Raymonds stood up and looked down at his file, sighing after a moment and closing it. “I’ll talk to some of my associates who work a little more closely with North Forest Hospital. I would like to know how frequently things like this happen.”

“If you could report back to us with anything you find, it would be much appreciated.” Sam paused and cleared his throat. “Eric is usually adamant about being overmedicated, but a couple days ago, he asked for extra Dexedrine. I didn’t give it to him because I was concerned about addiction. When he was still doing bad yesterday, I gave him a half a pill, and it appeared to help, but he insisted it wasn’t enough. Did you get any sort of read on a possible addictive personality?”

Raymonds frowned and considered the question for a few seconds, tilting his head from side to side. “Ehh… inconclusive. Without full access to past medical records, it’s hard to say. If he has a history of depressive episodes more severe than this, it could be a psychological addiction, but if it’s most of the time milder, he could just be hitting his limit. There’s nothing wrong with taking a stimulant to get through your day, per se, but they’re supposed to be used for when you absolutely have to get up and manage. If you turn them into a staple, which North Forest Hospital has… it could very easily evolve into an addiction.”

“He took one the night after Sam said no.”

Sam’s head snapped over to look at Denny—most of the table did, actually—both angry and concerned. “What?”

“When you guys were away on the case,” Denny explained. “He asked me for Dexedrine when it was just the two of us. I said no, but later on his behavior began getting less sluggish and more… I dunno, wired?” He considered his words for a few seconds and then shook his head. “I woke up two hours later, and he was calming himself down to prevent a panic attack. I let him know I knew he took the medication, and he didn’t deny it.”

Raymonds responded to the new information before Sam had the chance, and Darren was secretly a bit grateful for that. Dr. Raymonds appeared to be a bit more mellow about the whole thing.

“That doesn’t necessarily mean he’s addicted. He has been dealing with these problems for a long time, and he could simply think the trade is worth it. You said he was preventing a panic attack?”

Denny nodded. “He said when there’s no trigger, he can calm himself down.”

Raymonds nodded back. “It’s often easier to stop a panic attack when you know exactly what the cause is and how long it’s going to last. It’s possible your kid would rather endure a panic attack he has some control over than a depressive episode that is completely out of his hands. It wouldn’t be the first time someone who wasn’t an addict made that decision.”

Raymonds left it at that and pointed to Sam. “You said you wanted to meet with me privately,” and then he pointed to Jade, “and there is something Eric has for you.”

Jade pointed to herself. “For me?”

Raymonds nodded with a small smile. “He’ll explain it.”

Jade blinked a few times and looked around the room, hesitating for another second or two before leaving the room.

Darren looked out the window and watched her go, tuning out the talk in the room.

  *

Jade wasn’t sure what to expect when she entered the semi-furnished bedroom, but she kept that uncertainty out of her eyes and body language. “Eric?”

Eric, who had finally managed to change clothes but remained in bed, smiled up at her. “Ms. Miller.” He pulled an envelope from underneath the blankets, chewing his lip and carefully evaluating her.

Jade stood a few feet away, giving him space but showing that her involvement was voluntary. She stayed quiet, a light smile on her lips, and waited for him to explain.

“This is a self-evaluation.” He tapped the envelope a few times. “Dr. Raymonds said I could write one up and give it to one person on the team. It can only be read by that one person, and that one person is supposed to keep an eye on the diagnoses being made by Dr. Raymonds. He said, particularly since he doesn’t have my past medical records, that he expects them to run along similar lines, even if they aren’t the same.”

Jade nodded several times while Eric spoke, and when he was finished, she responded with the conclusion she had come to. “You want me to be the person.”

Eric nodded his head with a little smile, holding out the envelope with a shaking hand. “Will you do it, Ms. Miller? I’ll pick someone else, if you want.”

Jade shook her head, taking the envelope carefully and holding it in her hands. She looked down at it for a few seconds, contemplating the decision Eric had made and trying to figure out why.

“Is there a reason you chose me?” she finally asked, looking up to see him still smiling at her. Briefly, she wondered if Dr. Raymonds had given him something.

“Out of everyone on the team, you spend the least amount of time with me, and I think you do it on purpose.”

Jade opened her mouth to object, but Eric kept going.

“I think you know that if the team were to try and speak out on my behalf, they would most likely be disregarded because of their emotional attachment. You keep your distance, not because you don’t care, but because you want to make sure you’ll be seen as a credible, objective source of information. I know you care because you gave me cookies when I was fighting with the team. I know because you smile at me more than anyone else, because you don’t want to hurt me while trying to help me.”

Jade felt her eyes start to burn, and she pressed her lips together, looking down at the envelope again.

“I see other things you do, too. I read over your shoulder sometimes, and I know you’re learning all you can about people like me and North Forest Hospital and its policies. I overheard you talking to an old friend of yours, too, trying to get the unredacted medical files sent in to Sam.”

Jade swallowed, blinked the tears away, and kept her breathing level.

“I want you to have my self-evaluation because I know you’ll be objective and fair, but also because I wanted you to know that I understand.” Eric licked his lips and swallowed, glancing away before looking back at her. “Until a couple weeks ago, I haven’t seen my mom since I was eleven, but I still love her more than anyone in the world. I understand that sometimes you can’t be there for the people you care about, no matter how much you want to, and that it doesn’t mean you care less than those who are able to get closer.”

Jade approached the bed before she realized what she was doing, wrapping an arm around Eric and pulling him into a hug. She pressed his head against her chest and squeezed him, refusing to let a single tear fall.

“I was going to reach out more after your room was finished,” she said softly, letting him go and taking a step back to put space between them. “I was going to start leaving cookies on a weekly basis. Maybe even slide a few notes under the door after hours.”

Eric smiled up at her, sinking back into the sheets but looking brighter than he had in several days. “I would like that, Ms. Miller.”

Jade smiled at him, tapped the envelope against her hand, and nodded toward the door. “I’ll get back to the team. They’ll be keeping you busy all day, I’m sure.”

Eric nodded his head, the smile slowly fading as he sank deeper into the sheets.

Jade turned to go but stopped at the door, looking over her shoulder. “Eric.”

“Yeah?”

“Just because you have the energy to smile, it doesn’t mean you have to. I understand that sometimes you just want to smile on the inside.”

Despite her words, his smile did return a bit. “Thank you.”

“Just returning a favor.” She offered him another smile and left, closing the door gently behind her.

Eric… She looked at the envelope again. You are something truly incredible.
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“Indie just called,” Summer said as she walked into Sam’s office. “She was able to get into NFH’s computers, and pulled out an awful lot of information. There’s a lot of budget statements, some requisition forms, and employee records, but there’s also case summaries for cases people like Eric have helped with.”

Sam tapped the end of his pen on the legal pad in front of him. “By and large, most federal contractors don’t mind putting their summaries in the open archives. We can definitely use that to our advantage.”

Summer nodded from where she sat on the arm of the sofa. “I already began sorting the cases by date, and I’m going to ask Eric to give me the numbers of his ward mates. I can get details from him, check to see if the details line up, and start making a timeline.”

Darren chimed in from where he leaned against his desk, gesturing with his hand as he spoke. “We can use that to check for delusions, too. If we can prove the people Eric befriended in North Forest Hospital actually existed, we can tell Dr. Raymonds. He might be able to debunk the Schizoaffective diagnosis and get him off those anti-pyschs.” He paused then, drumming his fingers on the desk next to him. “How’s that working out, by the way?”

Sam gave a shrug and smiled uncertainly. “It’s only been a week, so there isn’t a lot of change. Eric is taking Dexedrine only as needed, but given how bad the fatigue has been, he’s used it almost every day.”

“Hey.” Summer held up a finger. “That’s still better than every day, sometimes several times a day. Silver lining, guys.”

Darren grabbed his water glass from behind him and raised it. “I’ll drink to that.”

Sam smiled faintly, but he wasn’t as convinced. Or maybe he was, he just couldn’t tell because he was also drowning in feelings of helplessness. He wanted to do something.

“Yes, well…” Sam cleared his throat. “We are also decreasing the Prozac, so we’ll have to keep an eye on his behavior and take notes. His next appointment is in two weeks.”

“Is Eric going to start sleeping here?” Summer asked, and while she looked at Darren, her gaze remained on the obvious leader of their mission. “His room is basically finished, and we’re going shopping for the finishing touches tomorrow morning. Denny installed a really nice, high-tech lock to help with the fear of no supervision.”

Sam nodded a few times. “Good. I would like to, at the very least, get him to try it.”

Summer looked at him, lips pursed a bit. “Be careful, though. If it’s going to cause more anxiety, just let him keep staying at my place. He can try again when he’s stable, after we’ve got all these medicines figured out.”

“I know. I’ll be very gentle about it.” Sam scribbled down a few notes and began tapping his pen again. “I don’t intend to get him a cubicle. I think the more time he spends in his room, even if he’s just doing paperwork, the more it’s going to feel familiar and safe.”

Summer nodded emphatically. “Agreed. I’ll have him look at desks when we go shopping tomorrow.” She paused, glancing between them. “Is that everything?”

Darren finished the rest of his water and set the glass down, pushing off the desk and putting his hands on his hips. “We have to decide whether or not he’s allowed in the field again.”

Sam frowned and contemplated the page in front of him. He tapped his pen a few more times and then set it down, leaning back in his chair. “I think we should take him along, barring unforeseen circumstances. If he’s feeling exceptionally bad the next time we get a case, then we won’t, or if we think the case will be particularly upsetting for him, but I think, at the very least, he trusts us enough for us to keep anything terrible from happening.”

Darren pointed to Summer then. “How’s that coming, by the way?”

Summer looked at him and blinked, taking a moment to process the jump in topic before replying. “Oh, you mean the caseload? It’s not as bad as I was expecting, considering that we’ve already solved four in eighteen days.”

Sam rubbed his face. “We usually close about twenty cases in a year. We’re almost a quarter of the way there in less than a month.”

Steve sighed. “And here I thought this aching back was just me getting old.”

Summer and Sam both smiled at that, and Summer got to her feet. “Now, are we done?”

Sam nodded and tucked his notepad into one of his drawers, pulling out an overdue report. “If anything changes, let me know.”

“You got it.” Summer left the office, closing the door behind her.

Darren looked at Sam for a moment or two, and then he jerked his head in the direction of the room. “We’re still not bringing in Jade and Denny?”

Sam shook his head, not looking up from his work. “Eric is very fragile right now, and I want there to be at least one person on this team who is a hundred percent focused on being his friend. Having two people gives us the wiggle room we might need in case of an emergency.”

Darren nodded in agreement. “I think that’s probably in the kid’s best interests right now.”

Sam looked up from his paperwork, knowing he must have looked more tired than he felt. “Darren, we need to do something about this caseload. Do you know anything at all about the section chief replacing DHS?”

Darren shook his head. “Nope, but she’s coming in tomorrow, so we’re about to find out.”

Sam didn’t have anything to say to that, so he simply bowed his head and got back to work, praying the newcomer would have both the wisdom and the guts to go to bat for them.

If she doesn’t… we’re going to burn out very, very soon.

  *

Summer smiled as Eric darted back and fourth between the bedroom displays, little giggles escaping him as he rushed gleefully through Bed, Bath, and Beyond without apparent rhyme or reason.

Jade stopped the cart at the first display bed, as it appeared Eric intended to stay in that section for a while, and leaned over. “Has it occurred to you this might not have been the best idea?”

“Yeah. I got that, Jade. I got that. Thanks.” Summer smiled, cheerful despite her sarcastic words, and jogged ahead.

“There’s so many colors!” Eric ground to a halt in front of a red, orange, and yellow bedspread. “I thought they only made colorful beds for kids. This is so cool; it looks like spray paint!”

Summer chuckled and looked at the price tag. “Is this what you w—”

“Look at that one! There are so many flowers! Ooh, plaid. There’s a lot of plaid. Ooh!” Eric reached back and frantically grabbed Summer’s hand. “Ooh…” He pulled her along, weaving in between the beds until he came to a red, white, and blue bed set on display.

Eric looked at Summer with wide, sparkling eyes. “Ooh.”

Summer smiled, briefly thinking it was very patriotic, but the sponged, watercolor texture took some of that away. Not that it mattered. She would enthusiastically encourage whatever Eric chose as long as it was what he truly wanted. “Is this your favorite?”

Eric nodded and pressed his hands into the mattress, a wide smile on his face. “And can we—can we get orange sheets, too? Blue, red, and orange? Can that be my room? My theme? For my room, I mean? My room theme? Can it? Please?”

Summer nodded, unable to keep the smile from her face. “Of course, Eric. That sounds like a good color scheme.” It was a fairly uncommon one, and she wasn’t sure how it would look all put together, but she didn’t care. “It’s unique. You could start a trend. Are you going to want extra blankets?”

Eric gaped at her. “Is that allowed?”

Summer chuckled and grabbed a packaged bedspread from the foot of the display bed. Then she turned the tables on Eric and took him by the hand, pulling him back to the center aisle.

“Hey,” Jade commented when Summer put the blanket in the cart. “You found something you like.”

Eric smiled and opened his mouth to speak, but Summer pulled him away before he could, taking him just a few more steps until they stood in front of a large wall of microfiber blankets.

“He’s going to pick out some extra blankets,” Summer explained over her shoulder.

Jade pushed the cart a little closer and then joined them, softly rubbing a selection of dark purple fabric. “Do soft things help to relieve your anxiety, Eric?”

Eric shifted where he stood. “I… I don’t know.” He reached out and ran his fingers over an orange one. “I know I really like soft things. Do you… I mean, have you heard it helps?”

Jade shrugged her shoulders a bit. “I struggled with some anxiety in high school and college.” She reached over to rub a pink blanket. “My room was always full of soft things.” She opened her mouth like she was going to say more, but then she stopped.

“Did they help?” Eric asked softly. “I know they make me feel happy. Is it like that?”

“Kind of, yeah. I…” Jade pulled a pink blanket off the shelf and turned it over in her hands, struggling with her words for a moment. “I was more comfortable sleeping on the floor in a pile of soft things than sleeping on a soft mattress with cotton sheets. Does that make sense?”

Eric nodded a few times, grabbing the purple one Jade had been looking at earlier. “Yeah, it makes perfect sense. There are different kinds of soft.” He pressed his face against the bundle and smiled. “How’m I gonna pick just one?”

Summer frowned a bit. “Eric, you can buy as many as you want.” She retracted the statement almost immediately, holding up her hand. “Actually, how about you start with three, and we’ll add to the collection as we go.”

Unsurprisingly, Eric was quick to grab a red and orange patterned blanket as well as a blue one. He put both in the cart along with the purple one he had been holding.

“I like purple, too,” he explained, giving Jade a flash of a smile.

Jade chuckled softly and put the pink one in as well. “You picked great colors.” She gave him a playful nudge. “But the pink one is mine, so hands off.”

Eric giggled to himself. “Yes, ma’am.” He giggled again and looked over at Summer. “What are we going to do now?”

“Well, we need to get you some curtains, and we’ll look at some of the wall art and pictures, too.” Summer gave him a warm smile. “We want you to personalize it a little bit, you know?”

“Can I—” Eric cut himself off, looking down at his anxiously twisting feet. “Um, I was thinking… I’m… I’m going to have paperwork to do, and I thought… I thought it would be cool if I had my own little desk… and like, like, like a filing cabinet? And those little desk organizers with the tiny slots and drawers and, and those little toys—like the birds that bob up and down and drink the water?” He slowly raised his head, biting down on his lip and looking at Summer with hopeful eyes. “I know it can fit in my room. I measured. So… so, could I… could I have my own desk?”

Summer muscled through the stabbing pain in her chest and nodded, a smile ever-present on her lips. “Yes, absolutely.”

Eric brightened up immediately, his entire demeanor emanating sheer happiness, and he bounded away. He had, apparently, located the office section earlier and had simply been working up the courage to ask permission to go there.

Jade chuckled softly and followed along, shaking her head at the display.

Summer followed behind Jade, smiling to herself, but with a bit more sadness in it.

Eric had been so, so afraid to ask for a desk of his own, and he probably thought the permission was based only on his request. He didn’t understand they were already planning on giving him a work space in his bedroom—they had talked about it less than twenty-four hours earlier—and it appeared Eric didn’t yet see himself as part of the team.

Well, she knew he didn’t. Going by the still forbidden act of speaking his real name, Eric had made his feelings about his relationship with the team painfully apparent. Still, he didn’t seem to think they were against him. He had opened up to Sam and Summer several times, he spent most nights with Darren but had requested more than once to stay with Denny, and he had entrusted Jade with his self-evaluation.

But Eric didn’t think he was their equal. It was like he saw himself as a beloved family pet. Or perhaps he felt like a child—loved unconditionally but monitored and controlled and far too often treated like less than a person.

It’s a process, she reminded herself. He’s never been treated like an adult before. He hasn’t been respected or trusted in five years. It’s going to take time for him to understand, and as long as he isn’t hurting himself, we can’t be overwhelming him with all these new concepts.

It might have sent a knife through Summer’s heart when Eric asked for permission for the smallest things, but it didn’t hurt him at all. It came naturally, and when he was already so overwhelmed and afraid, taking away what little of the world he did understand would be cruel.

To do so just because it caused her pain would be cruel and selfish.

And Summer knew she had flaws—everyone did—but she was not selfish. She would never intentionally hurt Eric. More than that, she would do everything in her power to make sure such unintentional errors were never made.

‘I didn’t mean to,’ was not a phrase in Summer’s vocabulary. She knew more than anyone how impactful the slightest change in tone or terminology could be. She knew the kind of effect a simple gesture like a hug or making a cup of hot tea could have on a broken person.

“Ms. Raines! Ms. Raines! Look, look, look!”

Summer pulled herself from her thoughts with a smile. “I’m here, you can show me.”

I’m always here, Eric.

  *

Sam may have been the one to say Eric was ready for the field, but that didn’t stop him from doubting himself. Thankfully, it only took another couple of days to get a potential case, and they had been no more than twelve minutes into reviewing it when Eric blew all doubts out of the water.

Sam could still picture how excited Eric had become when they were contracted by the Tulsa police department. He had leaned forward in his chair, eyes focused, and suddenly he was all business.

“We identify serial killers based on patterns in behavior,” Eric had argued. “Detective Paulsen in Tulsa has been following reports that homeless people are going missing, and he’s established a pattern. Most of the ones who have gone missing, according to his report, have been women, but there have been a few children who disappeared, as well. Homeless people tend to get ignored, because most people consider them a drain on society and its resources, anyway. I’m almost surprised that Detective Paulsen even opened his investigation, and I’m even more surprised that the city government agreed to hire Windlass to come check it out.”

Eric took a breath, and then continued. “According to Paulsen, at least two dozen homeless people have vanished, and none of the people who knew them on the street have any idea what happened to them. Homeless people don’t usually have a lot of friends, but they do tend to form cliques, small communities that often help each other out. The people who have disappeared were mostly regular fixtures in the area, so the others in those neighborhoods noticed them missing. Since these little communities are all dependent on each other, it’s a bad sign when one of them disappears and nobody knows what happened.”

“I agree with him,” Darren said. “For these people to disappear this way, something is happening to them. If it was only one or two, then it might be just coincidence, but with the numbers the detective’s reporting, I have to believe that outlay is involved.”

“Yes,” Sam said, “I don’t think there’s much doubt of that. Ron says to get on this as soon as we can, so I suppose we need to head out. Jenna has arranged a flight already, so we leave in an hour.”

“We?” Eric asked. “I’m going with you again?”

Sam smiled at him. “I think you’ll be more help with us than waiting back here,” he said. “Your insight has become invaluable, Eric, which is one of the reasons we wanted to keep you with us, anyway. All I’m going to ask is that you be on your best behavior during this trip. Can you do that?”

“Oh, yes, sir,” Eric said, his face beaming. “I absolutely will.”

Things had improved in the days since Eric began seeing Dr. Raymonds, but he was still somewhat unpredictable at times, and Sam felt that taking him along might help. Leaving him behind would mean having to leave Summer or Denny to watch over him, and Sam preferred to have the whole team working together on a case.

  *

“Mr. Prichard, are we there yet?”

Sam looked up from his schedule—his color-coded, soccer dad schedule—and looked across the aisle to Eric’s side of the jet. “It shouldn’t be too long.”

Eric nodded and pressed his face against the glass, letting out a heavy sigh.

Sam raised an eyebrow a bit. “Eric? You okay?”

“Yeah. Just tired.”

Sam looked at Eric, but he didn’t offer medication. He had decided to never offer the Dexedrine so he could get a more accurate idea of how often Eric wanted it. So far, Sam hadn’t gotten the idea Eric was severely addicted in any way, which made him feel much better about agreeing when he asked for it.

“Mr. Prichard…?”

Sam looked at him, ready for the question. “Yes?”

“Can I…” Eric fidgeted in his seat. “Do you… do you really believe I can do this? That I can… get better?”

Sam hadn’t been expecting that, but he put down the notes he was reading and focused on the boy. “I don’t believe that, Eric. I know it. I don’t have any doubts at all.”

“Really?”

“Really.” Sam smiled at him. “I know it because I’m getting to know you. It’s not a matter of if; it’s a matter of when.”

Eric looked away, gluing his eyes to the window and shifting in his seat. “Okay. I’ll try… I’ll try to stay awake. I think maybe I can.”

Sam rested an arm on the table and continued to look at Eric, despite the lack of reciprocation. “Eric, be honest. Do you need Dexedrine?”

Eric shrugged. “I don’t know. I want to try without, but I’m scared.”

“Would you like a cup of coffee? Or an energy drink?” Sam caught the way Eric shrank in on himself. “Is that what you’re afraid of, Eric?”

Eric bit down on his lip. “If I use a drink and it isn’t enough, I won’t be able to take Dexedrine, either. I’ll be stuck. I don’t wanna be stuck, Mr. Prichard.” His voice had dissolved into a whine by the end.

Sam took a couple moments to think things through, and then he licked his lips and tried to find a gentle way to say, ‘that’s life, buddy.’

“Eric… there are going to be bad days.” Sam shook his head a bit. “We can’t avoid that no matter what we do. I think you should try to drink something. I think having one bad day is worth it if it can help us figure out how to fight the fatigue without sending you into a panic, but I’m not you. I don’t know how it feels to be where you are.”

Eric chewed on his lips some more. “It would be nice… not to have to choose between feeling nothing and feeling everything. If I… if I try the drink, and it doesn’t work… what happens?“Sam cocked his head to the side and looked at him. “I don’t know what you mean.”

Eric shrugged. “What… what should I do? If it doesn’t work?”

“Eric, look at me.” Sam spoke softly as he suddenly caught on. 

Eric slowly turned his head, uncertainty clear in his eyes. 

“If an energy drink doesn’t work, what you do is come right to me, and we will find a way to get through it together.”

“But what if you’re busy? What if—”

“You come to me anyway. You can always, always come to me. If you can’t find me for some reason, you go to Summer, or Denny, or any other member of the team.” Sam leaned over a little, seeking further eye contact. “Okay? You’re one of us now, so we’re here for you. We will help you through this.”

Eric stared back for a moment, and then he smiled with a nearly whispered, “Okay.”

Sam smiled in return. “Good.”

Sam leaned back and started to turn back to his notes, but he changed his mind and looked at Eric instead. “Do you want to try an energy drink when we land, or do you want Dexedrine?”
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Eric considered it for half a moment. “I’ll… I’ll try a drink.”

Sam smiled. “I thought so, but I didn’t want to take it for granted. I think that might be a good idea, though.”

Eric curled in on himself a little bit, a sheepish smile pulling at his lips. “Thanks, Mr. Prichard. I… just thanks.”

“You’re welcome, Eric.”

Sam waited until Eric looked out the window again, and then he got back to his list of to-dos. He pulled a stack of case summaries out of his bag and stared at them blankly. I was going somewhere with this… He was exhausted. I had an idea. I had a thought.

He scanned the page, eyes flickering from word to word until the abandoned train of thought was recovered. Indie. I was about to call Indie, because I saw something earlier.

Sam sighed and pulled his phone from his pocket, flipping it open. He dialed quickly and waited for a few rings, and then Indie answered.

“Yeah?” her voice came through a bit crackly.

“Hey, I need you to look into something for me.” Sam shuffled through the papers until he found the notes he had made sometime after takeoff. “I want you to look into NFH ID number 634385. He worked on cases consistently for about a year, and then disappeared roughly four months ago. I can’t find him anywhere.”

“I’ll start digging around.” Indie paused. “Refresh my memory… what are the numbers we have so far?”

“Well, Eric is 665013…” Sam turned toward Eric and leaned over, tapping him on the knee. “Hey, can you tell me the numbers for the people in your block at NFH?”

Eric tilted his head, confused, but complied nonetheless. “654013 and 646013.”

Sam nodded his thanks and repeated the numbers into the phone.

“Okay,” Indie said, “so the last one’s a number, but we have 4013, 5013, and now 6013. It sounds like a sequence of some sort. I can try to pull out all cases involving an 013 , but it will take a while…”

Sam pursed his lips, brow creasing in thought. “Even 4040 isn’t all that far away. It’s…”

“Twenty-seven.”

Sam looked at Eric and gave him a grateful smile. “It’s only a twenty-seven number gap.”

“You want me to look into the whole range?” Indie asked.

Sam considered it for a moment, but then he shook his head. “No, stick with the thirteens for now. We’ll expand when we have more time and more facts.”

“Got it. I love you, Sam. Have any chance you’re going to get to spend some time with your family soon?”

Sam smiled into the phone. “I’ll make a point of it,” he said. “Kiss the kids for me.”

“I will, babe. Talk to you soon.”

Sam hung up his phone and set it aside, returning to his notes and frowning. North Forest Hospital has its own doctors, kitchen workers, and guards. They have their own cafeteria, gym, library… they do their own laundry and building maintenance. It’s practically impossible to find a third party vendor who works in or around the building.

Still, a third party was one of the easiest ways to get information without raising flags, so he grabbed a blank sheet and began to write. What other choice did he have?

They would have to get pharmaceuticals… food or ingredients in bulk… and there has to be some company providing electricity…

  *

Sam looked at the evidence board, took a breath, and then turned to speak to the rest of the team, but he kept his eyes on Eric. “There are a few particular things about this case bothering me. Based on the information we have so far, we are probably looking at somewhere between twenty-four and thirty victims, all of whom are probably from the local homeless community. We determined that the killer has been operating in the area for at least two years, according to when the first known victims disappeared, but it’s quite possible that he’s been around even longer than that. Because we are dealing with the homeless population, we have to consider the possibility that a number of victims may have gone completely unnoticed in the past.”

“I found a number of unsubstantiated reports of homeless people going missing as far back as five years ago,” Eric said. “Unfortunately, there was no actual police interest in the case at that time, so there’s no way to know whether these were victims of this killer, or if something else might’ve happened to them.”

Summer nodded. “I took a look at those, myself,” she said. “I’m with Eric, we can’t really tell whether there might be a connection between those disappearances and the ones that we can relate to this particular killer. If we had more to go on, maybe a crime scene to look at, we might be able to figure out whether a connection existed, but the way it is…”

“There’s no way to tell,” Sam finished for her. ” What we have to do is find some way to predict when and where he’s going to strike next. Anybody have any thoughts on that?”

“He’s going to strike soon,” Walter said. “It’s been almost five weeks since his last victim disappeared, and that’s how long he usually goes.”

“Walter is right,” Steve said. “The big problem is that we don’t know how he takes his victims. Without that information, it’s hard to make any kind of prediction.”

“Not necessarily,” Eric said. “He has to be able to take his victims to wherever he’s killing them, or keeping them or whatever. That would indicate some kind of vehicle must be involved. Homeless people in the city like this don’t usually have cars, but it’s possible a few of them might.” He turned to Detective Paulsen. “Has anyone looked into that angle?”

Paulsen nodded. “I thought of it,” he said. “I asked around, and there are only a very few of these folks who have cars of their own. Those that do, they usually end up acting like a taxi service for the others. They drive them to welfare appointments, to shelters when the weather is bad, that sort of thing, and everybody kind of pools what money they had together to keep gas in the cars. I checked out everyone I could find who has wheels, and none of them seem to pose any kind of risk I could determine. Most of the time, they were in a different part of town when somebody went missing.”

“Then we need to look at other vehicles that are invisible,” Eric said. “There are always invisible vehicles, like mail and delivery trucks, things like that. Most of those wouldn’t have anything to do with the homeless folks, but what about something that did? Are there any mobile soup kitchens in the city?”

Paulsen shook his head. “Not that I’m aware of,” he said. “I can’t think of anything that would fit what you’re describing. Invisible vehicles? I guess a lot of things would fit into that category, but which ones would have any connection to the homeless community?”

“It would have to be something that was seen regularly in the areas where people have gone missing,” Eric said. “Some sort of vehicle that they wouldn’t be surprised to see, they probably wouldn’t even notice it. If it was close enough to where the victim is sitting or standing, it’s possible the killer could take them suddenly and conceal them inside, or it could be that the victims climb inside voluntarily.” He turned back to the detective. “You said some of the ones who have cars offer rides. Are there any other ride services that the homeless use regularly?”

“Well, there’s the bus line,” Paulsen said. “And the big charity hospital has a shuttle van, some of the street people take it when they need to see a doctor.”

“Has anyone checked out the drivers?” Summer asked. “They would be in a unique position to get access to the homeless folks.”

“I hate to say it, but it never occurred to me. I’ll get on that, right now.”

They bounced around a few more ideas, but finally they decided to hit the streets. Each of the Windlass team took a specific area where homeless people were known to congregate, while Sam was planning to remain at the police department to coordinate. Eric would be staying with him, but Sam noticed that the boy seemed to be getting even more tired.

“Eric? You okay?”

“My drink is wearing off… and I’m kind of wishing I had taken Dexedrine instead.”

Sam set his pen aside and focused his attention on Eric. “Okay. Do you know what you’d like to do?”

Eric started to say something, then shrugged. “I don’t know,” he said weakly.

Sam pursed his lips for a moment and folded his arms over his chest. “Well,” he began, “we have a couple of options. You could get another drink. Based on how long this one lasted, the second one would wear off right around ten or so this evening. That’s about when we would want to sleep. You could also lie down on the bench over there for now, and see if a little rest helps. If it doesn’t, I can take you back to the hotel.”

Eric shuffled his feet, staring at the ground, and from the way he kept reaching up to rub his nose, Sam knew he was holding something back.

“Eric?” he prodded softly.

“I…” Eric tucked his chin, somehow, tighter against his chest. “Could I just… go to the hotel now? I just really… I really want to sleep, but—but if you need me, I can make myself stay awake. I really can.”

“No, you can’t, and that’s okay.” Sam smiled warmly, trying to relay unjudging acceptance. “It is perfectly fine if you need or want to go to the hotel. Let me finish drawing this so it’s here for the team, and then we can go.”

Eric nodded his head a few times. “You want me to help?”

“Nope.” Sam smiled at him and then reclaimed his marker.

For a few minutes, it was quiet. Eric sat on the edge of the table, waiting for Sam to be done, and Sam stood a few feet away, working as quickly and carefully as he could.

“I’m really sorry, Mr. Prichard.”

Sam frowned a bit, turning toward Eric and summoning him with a few fingers.

Eric got up from his chair, still looking ashamed, and shuffled over to stand beside Sam.

Sam put his outstretched arm around Eric’s shoulders and pulled him close. “Why are you sorry?”

Eric shrugged, curling in on himself and nestling his body as close to Sam’s as he could. “Everything,” he whispered. “I’m sorry I’m… broken.” He shrugged again. “I dunno.”

Sam gave him a gentle squeeze and spoke softly, right into his ear. “It’s okay, Eric. It’s okay to be broken.” He smiled even though Eric was staring at the floor, his hand rubbing Eric’s upper arm. “We’re all a little broken, to be honest.”

Eric only shook his head. “Not like me.”

Sam shrugged. “Not today, maybe, but someday, I might be the broken one, and you might be the together one. Will you be angry with me when that time comes?”

Eric shook his head rapidly, finally looking up at Sam with tears in his eyes.

“I didn’t think so.” Sam raised his eyebrows, an innocent curiosity crossing his face. “Will you want me to apologize?”

Eric shook his head again, faster than before, and he leaned into Sam’s side.

“Good.” Sam gestured to the board in front of them. “I can handle this case. I want you to listen to your body and rest.”

“But—”

“You aren’t letting anyone down, Eric.” Sam smiled at him and shook his head, a teasing sparkle in his eyes he hoped would relay a sense of silliness about the whole ordeal. “We managed for quite some time before you joined this team. If we think we’re running out of time, or if we think you have some expertise we need, we’ll come and get you, but it isn’t your job to see this team through every single case.”

Eric looked at him for a few moments, seeming desperate to object, but then he began to nod his head. “Okay.”

“Good.” Sam squeezed him again.

Eric didn’t try to move away, and while Sam eventually had to remove his arm so he could write, he always kept the other hand on Eric. Shoulder, back of the neck, elbow—even holding a hand. No matter what, Sam maintained some level of physical contact.

He never let go.

  *

“Can you please stop that?”

Sam and Eric were standing at the front desk of the hotel while Sam checked his messages, and Eric had been drumming on the counter. The girl who was working the desk seemed a little frazzled, and her outburst surprised Sam.

“Oh, geeze,” she said, “I’m sorry. I’m sorry, it’s—I don’t know why I said that.”

Eric folded his arms on top of the counter and leaned forward, tilting his head to the side. “It’s okay. You seem upset. Has it been a long day?”

Laughing softly, the girl shook her head and briefly dabbed at one eye. “You have no idea.”

Eric looked at her nametag and smiled a bit. “Jeannie, do you get off soon?”

Jeannie shook her head again, and when Sam took a closer look, he realized her eyes were a bit glassy and red beneath the makeup meant to conceal her recent crying.

“I, um, I actually just clocked in.”

Eric only smiled again, his voice soft and comforting. “Do you handle room service, Jeannie?”

Jeannie looked at him for a moment, and Sam saw her grow a bit uncomfortable. “Oh, no. I’m not, um—I’m not really looking for anything like that.”

Eric tilted his head to the side, utterly confused.

Sam leaned a little closer and lowered his voice. “Some guys would say something like that if they were hoping to sleep with Miss Jeannie.”

Eric looked at Sam, then Jeannie, and then Sam again. “But why would I do that? She just seems like she might be a little upset.”

Jeannie chuckled and smiled at the two of them. “That’s really nice,” she said.

Sam returned the smile, a mix of pride and agreement in his voice. “That’s just Eric. He’s a pretty nice guy.”

Eric still appeared a little lost, but he simply smiled at Jeannie again. “Well, once I get settled in my room and rest a bit, I’ll be coming back down to do some research for a case we’re working on. I’ll be using your computers over there,” he indicated the area with a quick point, “and I’ll be there for quite a while. If you want to talk, and if you can get away, come by. You look like you could use somebody to talk to.”

Jeannie dabbed her eye again and nodded, smiling at him. “Thank you. Um… I’m sorry, what was your name again?”

“Eric,” Eric replied. “But I’ll answer to just about anything as long as you let me know I’m supposed to.”

They shared a quick laugh, and Jeannie pushed the dish of candies on the counter a little closer to him. Eric had already grabbed a few of them and slipped them into his pocket.

“Here. Have a couple more, on me.”

“Ooh.” Eric grabbed a handful and grinned at her. “See, what you didn’t know, is that all along, my master plan was to get more candy.”

They chuckled again, and then Eric turned to Sam with a smile. “Ready to head up?”

Sam smiled and nodded, and then they began toward the elevators.

Eric trailed after him, turning to wave at Jeannie before they were out of eyesight.

Sam waited until they were in the elevator to make a comment—because, of course, a comment had to be made.

“So, Jeannie… do you like her?” he asked, a slight grin pulling at the corner of his mouth.

Eric gave a shrug, slouching against the wall. “I don’t really know her, but she needs a friend. You can always tell when someone needs a friend, even if you don’t know them.”

“Oh?” Sam pressed.

“Yeah. You just… y’know, feel it. You look at them, and… and you just feel in your gut that something isn’t right. There’s no scientific basis for it. You just… you just know.”

Sam frowned, stepping out when the elevator doors opened.

“Mr. Prichard… this isn’t our floor.”

Sam looked up and then stepped backwards. “Oops.”

Sam quickly backtracked through the talk, but he didn’t want to get into anything too deep when Eric was so tired. “You looked better in the lobby. Did you pretend so you could cheer her up?”

Eric nodded tiredly.

“How are you going to go downstairs later?”

Eric nodded. “I might rest for an hour or two, but I’ll jolt back awake. I’ve always had really bad insomnia.”

Sam frowned. “You, ah—you didn’t tell Dr. Raymonds about any insomnia.”

“I told you. I’ve always had it.” Eric gave a shrug. “It didn’t seem relevant.”

Sam stepped off—after making sure it was the right floor—and he began toward their assigned room. “Eric, you know that’s not true. You know that sleeping too much or not being able to sleep are all part of depression. You know anxiety keeps you up at night.”

Eric hung his head as he followed, abashed, and he began to pick at his fingers and palms. “I know… I just… I didn’t want to go on any more medication. I… I was going to tell him, but then he said he was taking me off Dexedrine, and I thought maybe without the Dexedrine I would get to sleep easier. I was…”

Sam used the card to open their door and stepped inside, holding it for Eric and listening intently.

“I was afraid if I said something… he wouldn’t wait to see… he would put me on something new. Even something natural, like—like melatonin. I didn’t want it. People think all-natural substances are different from prescription medication, and in some ways they are, but you’re still changing the chemicals in your body with an outside substance. It still—I just didn’t want anything new in my system, and I know that’s not my decision to make, but I…” Eric’s face twisted up a bit, tears forming in the corners of his eyes, and then he shook his head. “No. No excuses. My reasons don’t matter. I was still bad, and I’m really sorry, Mr. Prichard.”

Sam licked his lips and shed his coat and bag, setting them on the bed closest to him. “Eric, it’s okay.” He spoke slowly and carefully, wanting to place clear boundaries without beating Eric over the head with guilt. “You shouldn’t have lied to me, but you can’t change that now. I don’t want you to do it again, but everything is still okay.”

Eric looked down at his hands, picking at his skin relentlessly and then graduating to scratching. “But I…” He chewed on his lip. “So… you aren’t going to do anything to me? Like, sometimes the guards would hit me with a stun gun if I did something bad. You’re not going to do anything like that?”

Sam shook his head emphatically. “No, Eric, I’m not going to do anything to punish you. If I do anything to you, it will be something like messing up your hair and bringing you food.”

Eric grinned softly, and Sam’s humorous attitude appeared to put a lighter atmosphere in the room. “I… I will try very hard not to do it again.”

“Good. You should try hard not to lie to me, but if you do—if you make that mistake again—just tell me. Everything will be okay if you tell me.” Sam smiled, tousling Eric’s hair just as he said he would.

Eric leaned into the touch, and a soft smile lingered on his lips. “I… I have to stay here alone, don’t I?”

“I would like you to try,” was Sam’s simple response. “If you need me to come back, you can call me, but I’m giving you permission to be unsupervised.”

Eric frowned, nodded a few times, and then crawled onto the bed, flopping down next to Sam’s jacket and bag. “Thank you for letting me come back here to sleep.”

“You’re welcome,” Sam said softly, placing the keycard on the desk and tucking the spare into his pocket. “I’m going to put a twenty dollar bill here, and you are welcome to use it to get something from the vending machine or the cafe downstairs.”

Eric smiled sleepily, a little giggle rising in his throat. “Thank you, Mr. Prichard.” He giggled again. “It’s like I’m… a little kid again. My dad sometimes thought the government was watching our house, so… we would pack our bags and travel between hotels for a week or two. I hated that it always got my mom upset, but… it was also a lot of fun. Sometimes, I would talk my mom into having fun with me… and it appeared to help her forget for a little while. Not… not very long, but… still…”

Sam smiled and patiently waited for the story to end, making a mental note to schedule some leisure time with Eric. He really should get to know the person he was putting his job on the line for.

“I’m glad you’re having good memories, Eric. I have to go back to the station now, and you can call me there if you need anything.” Sam picked up his jacket and slipped it on, heading toward the door. “When we get back to Denver, we should go for coffee or ice cream sometime. I would love to hear more stories about you and your mom.”

Eric mumbled a reply, but he was quickly fading into sleep. “I can tell you about Colorado Springs… and the stories Mom used to read to me… and Mom’s sneakiness… how she got me into high school without letting anyone find out how young I was, and a lot more.”

Sam chuckled softly and let himself out, hoping his lack of a reply would help Eric’s brain to tumble headlong into much needed sleep. He, on the other hand, was left in a silence that let him dwell on the jarring talk he had just had.

I know the guards have stun guns—all prison guards do—but they aren’t intended to be used as a punishment. They’re for when there’s no alternative, when the situation is so far out of hand that they have to get it back under control in a hurry. 

Not that it was all that devastating, like a taser or tear gas. Everyone in law enforcement was required to get stunned at least once, so they would know exactly what they were inflicting when they used it. Sam had once done it to himself several times in a row, until he could stay standing and conscious and in control of his body. He just couldn’t imagine it being used as a punishment, especially on someone like Eric.

Sam had made it to the bottom of the steps outside the hotel when his phone rang.

“Hello?” he said as he answered.

“Hey.” It was Darren. “Eric did it again. Our suspect is one of the drivers of the hospital shuttle. He was on duty every single time one of the homeless was missing, even some of those from before. His coworkers say he’s always had something nasty to say about the people he drives, and a few of the homeless people say they can remember some of the missing ones getting into that van the day they disappeared. Unfortunately, he’s in the wind. We’re about to hit the streets and spread the word about this guy, try to find out who’s seen him and get some information. Where are you?”

“I’m at the hotel, but tell me where you’re headed and I’ll meet you there.”

“Got it. I’ll text you the intersection where we are going to meet up.”

Sam hung up his phone and let out a sigh.

So much going on, he thought, and all I can do is try to tread water and keep focused on what to do next.

Once they closed the case, he would hopefully get a chance to sit down with their new government liaison. Hopefully, she would understand the situation and help them deal with it, and Sam would be able to continue his investigation into North Forest Hospital. 


FIFTEEN

The driver had been following the news, and had been spooked that afternoon when a police spokesman told reporters that a special investigative team had come to town and identified some potential suspects. When a coworker said that police officers were asking about the people who drove the shuttles, he panicked and went into hiding.

He had been successful at avoiding detection for more than three years, mostly because he never took one of his passengers as a victim if he thought anyone had seen them get into the van. He would simply take them to an old building that his father owned, a former butcher shop with a large drain in the floor. When they started doing background checks on the shuttle drivers, Jade had been the one to find the property listed as still owned by the old man, so they had gone to check it out.

Mark Timmons, the driver, had been hiding there, trying to figure out how to get out of the city without being spotted. When police arrived with a warrant to break in the door, he had armed himself with a meat cleaver and hidden in a closet. When an unsuspecting officer opened the door, he had come running out, screaming like a madman and was shot down by the officer’s partner.

A search of the premises told them quickly that they had gotten their man, and Sam had brought Eric down to see just how valuable his assistance had been. Jade had taken his hand to show him the old butcher shop, where Timmons had murdered and dismembered his victims before dropping their remains into the sewer.

Except for his souvenirs. Lined up on shelves along the walls were more than forty human skulls.

“There’s so many.”

Jade looked over her shoulder to make sure she wasn’t needed elsewhere, and then she lowered herself to the cement floor next to Eric. She crossed her legs and stared at the skulls with him, a heavy weight settling in her stomach.

“Yeah, ” she began. “Forty-three of them.”

“Forty-three.” Eric wrapped his arms a little tighter around himself and drew his knees toward his chest. “Forty-three people who died for no reason at all.”

Jade nodded her head slowly and put her hands in her lap, not entirely sure what to do next. She interacted with Eric the least of everyone on the team, and despite their shared understanding of the benefit to that, the result was that she wasn’t sure how to comfort him.

“I read about serial killers a lot.” Eric continued to stare at the shelves. “Some studies say there could be as many as two thousand victims every year. This isn’t much if you compare it to that, but…” His voice dropped to a whisper. “These aren’t numbers, Ms. Miller. These are what’s left of real people.”

“That’s true. But, thanks to you, Eric, this guy won’t be collecting any more of them.” She turned to look at him, then put a hand on his arm. “Come on,” she coaxed, getting to her feet. “Let’s get back to the station and pack up.”

Eric nodded again, but he didn’t move, still sitting and staring at the skulls like he was waiting for them to say something, like he thought they could sense his guilt at having failed more than forty people who had been murdered, dismembered and flushed down a drain.

“How do I live with it?” Eric asked. “You guys have to deal with things like this all the time, but up till now, I’ve only thought of it as numbers.”

“I know it’s hard.” Jade offered a small smile. “I know the team will offer all the help they can, but you have to decide what you keep with you, okay? You hold onto the victories and leave the losses in the evidence room. You have to remind yourself that someone out there is alive and breathing because of what we did here. There are a lot of people dead, and that’s the killer’s fault, but think about the ones he would’ve taken if you hadn’t helped us stop him. That’s the victory, Eric, and that’s what you have to hold onto.”

Eric looked down at her hand, and then he allowed himself another small smile. He got up and dusted off his pants, ready to let her lead him out of the room full of horrors.

“Thank you, Ms. Miller.”

Jade gave him a smile and a nod of acknowledgement, a silent ‘you’re welcome’ jumping the gap between them. Eric turned to look at the exit, and the second he heard Denny’s voice, he was walking away.

As Jade stood and watched him leave, she couldn’t help but anticipate the day when she wouldn’t have to keep her distance.

  *

“So, um, did you get to talk to the new liaison?”

Sam looked up from the dessert menu and smiled lightly. “Yes. Lynnette Donaldson. She said she would look at our caseload and pull some strings to lighten it, but it might take a while. She’s still orienting herself with the new department, and she’s apparently keeping tabs on the one she left.”

“She sounds busy.” Eric sipped his hot chocolate and hummed, a curious expression twisting his features. “What department did she come from?”

“Government accounting.” Sam looked at his menu again, finally deciding what he wanted, and then he set it aside. “She’s a big supporter of what we’re trying to do with you. She loves the room we made you, and she isn’t going to do anything to interrupt your appointments with Dr. Raymonds. She likes having you here with us.”

“Oh, that’s good.” Eric gave a quick smile and huge sigh of relief, and then he sipped his drink again.

Sam kept his lips turned up in the corners, hoping to ease the subtle tension between them. Eric was clearly unsettled by the idea of being out in the world for something other than shopping or working on a case.

“Do you like your hot chocolate?”

Eric smiled and nodded his head. “Yeah, it’s great. Thank you.”

Sam returned the smile. “You’re welcome.”

Eric lowered his eyes and took another sip.

Sam waved a waitress over and ordered chocolate cake for both of them—he thought it best if he made the decisions until Eric was more comfortable—and then Sam was ready for more talk. 

Eric, on the other hand, was staring through the window to his right, eyes wandering from place to place with no apparent rhyme or reason.

“I guess it’s been a while since you’ve been outside.”

Eric jumped and looked at Sam like a deer in the headlights. “Uh, um, yeah. A long while. I’ve seen a lot of… new things.”

“I’m glad you’re enjoying it,” Sam said.

“Thank you.” Eric smiled to himself. “I, uh…” He sobered a bit. “I think the last thing I remember—the last big thing, I mean—was some big wildfire in California. They began the day before my birthday, and… Mom was pretty freaked out.” He poked at his chocolate cake. “We were separated less than a month later.”

“Eric, something happened in Tulsa that we need to talk about.”

Eric blinked in confusion and stared, and while Sam wasn’t particularly excited about the next portion of their talk, he was glad the change in topic had Eric distracted.

“I need to talk to you about discipline and punishment.”

Eric tensed up and turned wide eyes to Sam. “Am I in trouble, Mr. Prichard?”

Sam quickly shook his head to cut Eric off. “No, no, you’re not in trouble. I just need to talk to you about this.” He struggled for a moment. “When you admitted that you had lied to me about not sleeping, you were ready to bend over and take a beating for something that wasn’t really all that terrible.” Sam cleared his throat. “So, I need you to tell me how you were punished at North Forest Hospital. That way, I can tell you what to expect in the future.”

Eric chewed and swallowed, nodding uncertainly. “Okay. Um… I mean, what do you want to know? I can tell you the rules.”

Sam shook his head with a soft smile. “We don’t have to pay much attention to those rules anymore.” He took another sip of his drink and leaned forward, resting his arms on the table and lowering his voice. “Just tell me how you were punished. How badly, how often, things like that. Nobody will hear you in here, particularly if you talk softly like I’m talking now.”

Eric squirmed a little and took another bite, no doubt using the food as an excuse not to talk right away. He swallowed and cleared his throat, looking down at his plate. “Well, I didn’t get punished too much. I told you it’s been a while since…” He trailed off and gave a shrug. “I mostly get—got—in trouble for talking too much, and for stealing books from the library. Sometimes I would throw a fit about going back to my room, and once I got caught reading up a light to read by and using it after lights out. It was mostly over talking and books, though.”

Sam nodded and kept silent, patiently waiting for more information.

“When I first got there, they mostly spanked me or hit my knuckles. Just, y’know, with a stick.” Eric shrugged again and took another bite of his food, keeping his eyes downcast. “When I got older, that’s when they started using a belt. If I got mouthy, they would smack me, in the face, I mean. It didn’t happen too often, but…”

It happened often enough that he asked if he should sit so I could reach his face more easily. Sam kept that thought to himself, though, and nodded to show Eric he understood the unspoken words.

“They use stun guns if you get too close to the other patients, guards, supply closets, cabinets… or anything that looks like you might be passing or receiving supplies and information you’re not supposed to have. They’ll also use it if you start a fight or try to escape.” Eric scraped the last of the cake and licked his fork clean, setting the utensils down. “It’s just a little shock to discourage misbehaving. It’s not too bad, but… well, it’s worse than the other punishments, and it sticks around for a little while. I don’t really like it.”

Sam nodded again and took Eric’s plate, stacking it on top of his own and placing both at the end of the table. “You want a refill on your cocoa?”

Eric nodded, chewing on his lip. “Yes, please.”

Sam smiled, pleased to see he didn’t have to assure Eric it was alright. It was taking time—they all knew it would—but Eric was slowly getting better at accepting gifts and trusting there were no ulterior motives at play. He hadn’t rubbed his nose during their talk, either, and Sam was pleased.

He flagged their waitress down and asked for refills, and then he got back to the talk. “So, let’s talk about the here and now.”

Eric nodded a bit nervously, wide eyes swimming with uncertainty.

“I will never use a stun gun on you, Eric. No one on the team will use a stun gun on you. If anyone ever tries to use a stun gun on you, you tell them I will have their ass.” Sam spoke clearly and deliberately as he continued, knowing exactly what exaggeration with a word like ‘never’ could do to someone with severe trust issues. “I will never hit you, and neither will anyone else here, unless it’s necessary to keep you from hurting yourself or someone else. Do you understand that?”

Eric nodded a bit, and both men paused as their refills were delivered.

“Thanks.” Sam waited until the waitress left to continue. “Frankly, I don’t think you’ll ever do anything that would require such drastic measures, but I want you to understand that that’s the only thing that could ever cause it.”

Eric nodded obediently. “Yes, sir.”

Sam look him in the eye. “I mean it, Eric. If someone tries to punish you in any way physically, you come to me. Even if you think you deserved it, even if you know you deserved it, even if they outrank me. I’m not going to allow anyone to discipline you physically. Period.

“The idea is to help you to feel safe. We aren’t going to give you rules you can’t follow and inflict consequences you can’t predict. My hope is to remove some of your anxiety by giving you a more stable set of guidelines.”

Eric blinked a few times, eyes moistening as a smile pulled at his lips. “Okay. That makes sense.”

Sam gave a light smile to assure Eric kindness was the motive, and then he continued. “Now, the rest of the team will have authority to take privileges away. They can take your MP3 player temporarily—we will never take it from you permanently—or give you extra work to do, that sort of thing. If they do, I want you to be the one to come and tell me about it.”

Eric looked at him for a long time, fresh tears welling up in his eyes, and he sniffed softly. He fumbled with his napkin and blew his nose, sniffing again and wiping at his eyes. “You’re so good to me, Mr. Prichard.”

Sam only smiled, his heart breaking for what had to be the thousandth time since Eric came into his life. “I’m only treating you with the respect and care you have a right to. I know you don’t completely understand that, and that’s okay, but you need to know you’ve gone too long without fair treatment, and everyone at Windlass is working to fix that.”

Eric sniffed softly and looked down at his drink. He took a sip and swallowed hard, a soft smile pulling at his lips when he whispered, “Thank you.”


SIXTEEN

Tony Hester wasn’t supposed to run. 

He was just a simple, twenty-nine-year-old delivery guy who drove a truck for Johnson Medical. Sam and Summer only went to his house to ask him some questions about the deliveries and pickups he did; he ran the North Forest Hospital route more than any other employee, so he was the most logical driver to approach. His criminal record held a whopping two charges of vandalism from his teenage days; he was hardly violent.

He wasn’t supposed to have any reason to run.

I guess he didn’t get the memo. Sam wasn’t about to waste air complaining, so he grumbled in thought and spirit only. Sure, run right through bushes with the burrs on them. I didn’t like this suit, anyway. I do, however, like chasing people through the woods, so you are making my day right now.

“Mr. Hester!” Summer called.

Sam finally got close enough to grab Tony by the shoulder, and then both of them were tumbling head over heels into the grass. Sam wound up on top, and Summer trained her gun on Tony.

“Mr. Hester, calm down,” Sam ordered.

“She’s not even here anymore, okay?” Tony shouted, and though he wasn’t struggling anymore, he spat in the dirt to show his displeasure. “Screw you for coming after her, anyway.”

Sam furrowed his brow, confused, but he didn’t ease up on the pressure. “Mr. Hester, I think you’re confused. If you—”

“Why else would you be here?” Tony—a redhead who clearly embraced his gingerism—glared over his shoulder with fire in his eyes.

Summer answered that, keeping her gun ready but lowering it somewhat. “You drive a truck for Johnson Medical. We have some questions about North Forest Hospital, and about the runs you do for them.”

Tony threw his head back, but Sam was quicker and avoided the blow.

“I knew it.” Tony spat again. “Whatever. I told you, she’s not here.”

Sam eased up a bit. “Mr. Hester, we don’t want to fight, we just want to talk. If I let you up, do you think you could behave yourself long enough for us to talk? Because we are still, clearly, miscommunicating.”

Tony glared at him for a moment, but then he offered a slight nod.

Sam let go of Tony’s arms and stood up, reaching out a hand to help him while Summer holstered her weapon.

Tony ignored the offered hand and got to his feet, dusting off his stained, neon yellow cutoff. “What do you want to know?”

Sam looked at Summer, their eyes meeting for a split second.

Sam walked a few paces to the right and leaned against a tree, taking some weight off his bad hip. “I want details about what you carry to and from North Forest Hospital.”

“I don’t carry anything. All I do is drive a truck.” Tony spat onto the dirt again.

Sam straightened up and put his hands on his hips, making sure to display his sidearm—something that would definitely make Tony focus on him. “You also load and unload that truck. You’ve seen labels and boxes and crates, which is more than I have, so talk.”

“You want to know what kind of boxes they ship?” Tony crossed his arms over his chest, responding to the threat by puffing himself up, as Sam knew he would. “Go ask them.”

“That would take more time than I’m willing to invest,” Sam lied.

“Really?” Tony’s eyebrows shot up, calloused hands gesturing to the area around them. “I live in a dumpy old trailer park in the middle of nowhere, and you got the idea that coming out here was somehow going to be faster than a phone call? You and—” Tony stopped suddenly.

Summer was gone.

“Hey, where did she go? Where’s the lady that was with you?” Tony turned in a tight circle, but Summer was long gone.

“She went to see who you were trying to keep us from finding.” Sam took a step just as Tony sprinted, raising his voice enough to be heard. “Mr. Hester, we really do just want to talk. Running will only make us involve the police, and I don’t think you want that.”

Tony didn’t stop, and Sam scurried after him, swallowing his frustration and trying not to limp.

I guess this is technically good news, he thought. He knows something about something. 

It took less than a minute for the trailer to come back in sight, and Sam saw Summer standing in front of their car with a woman in handcuffs.

“Cindy!”

“Mr. Hester!” Sam barked, unable to close the remaining distance between them. “Stop right now, or I will arrest you both!”

Sam was bluffing. At this point, he had nothing to charge anyone with.

Tony skidded to a stop and heaved a sigh, lifting his hands above his head. “Alright, alright. Nobody needs to go to jail.” He spat into the gravel.

Sam came up behind Tony but didn’t cuff him, nodding in the direction of the woman with Summer. “Is this who you were talking about?” he asked, moving where Tony could see him. “Because we aren’t looking for her.”

Tony looked at him with skeptical eyes, but there was a spark of hope hidden in them. He cautiously lowered his arms. “You’re not?”

“No, but, now that we know there are unusual circumstances, we do need to hear more about her. Summer, uncuff her.” Sam looked at Cindy while he waited. 

The girl had wild eyes, poorly cut hair, and dirty clothes; he looked at the fear and anger and confusion.

Sam turned his attention to Tony. “Tell us what happened.”

Tony let out a heavy sigh and rubbed the back of his head. “I don’t usually mess with the stuff, you know? I usually keep my nose out of it. I drive, I unload, I load, I drive, and I unload again, but North Forest Hospital ships out some weird stuff, you know? It all goes to this big chemical waste facility on the western slope, and most of it is biohazard stuff.” His lips twisted, clearly disturbed by something, and he spat again. “It ain’t always normal, though. Sometimes, they send other things. Sometimes, it’s big boxes, metal on the outside, kinda shaped like a coffin. That’s the only reason I even looked; they were just creepy, you know?”

Sam kept his outward expression neutral, but inwardly, he scowled. He didn’t like where the story was going.

“I’ve been driving for Johnson for about five years, and this month, man… North Forest Hospital used to send a box like that every once in a great while. Twice a year, at the most, but I had one earlier this month, and I got another one Thursday, so when I got another one on Friday… well, I couldn’t help myself, you know?”

Yes, we know.

Tony gestured to Cindy, who was rubbing her wrists and staring at the ground. “It was… well, her. Cindy was in there, knocked out, and I guess I panicked. I got her out, closed the box, and made the delivery like usual. Then I brought her home with me. My girlfriend was…” He sighed and rubbed his forehead. “Well, she left Saturday night, and I didn’t go in to work today, so when I heard you guys…”

Summer nodded her head, filling in the blank. “You thought someone found out what you did.”

“Or that your girlfriend told.” Sam frowned and looked at Cindy. “Cindy, can you tell us why you were—”

“Oh, uh, she can’t talk,” Tony interrupted. “She’s teachin’ me sign language, and she writes me notes, but she won’t talk about the hospital. She won’t even tell me how she got in the box or why. Just says she never wants to go back, and that they’re gonna come get her.” He spat again and looked at Sam. “She said something about… selective aphonia?”

Sam nodded his head. “It’s when people become mute only in certain situations or following some kind of trauma.” He looked at Summer, but there was nothing in her eyes to indicate mistrust of the situation. “Have you ever seen anything to indicate human cargo before?”

Tony shook his head, slipping his hands into the pockets of his worn, faded jeans. “Nope. If something else caught my eye, it was probably locked up tight. Seems weird to lock up trash, you know? But I never got curious enough. I figured the locks were there for a reason.” He held up a finger. “I will say this, though. They were some crazy locks.”

Summer frowned a bit. “Crazy how?”

“Just… complicated. My daddy was a locksmith, you know? It wasn’t my thing, but he taught me all about them. I had never seen locks like those.” He spat to the side again, reaching up to scratch his stubble. “If I had the right tools, I could have picked the locks. They had the same basic concepts, you know? Same mechanism, different casing, repeated way more times than necessary.” He shook his head. “Part of me is glad I didn’t mess with them…” He shrugged and looked down, spitting again. “Part of me wishes I’d looked into one of them sooner. Don’t know what happened to those other big boxes, and I don’t know what was in the locked ones, but…”

“You helped Cindy.” Summer spoke with enough sincerity for both of them. “You were just doing your job, and when things got too unusual for comfort, you investigated. That’s more than most people would do.”

Tony gave a shrug but didn’t say anything.

Sam cleared his throat. “Before we ask any more about your deliveries, can you tell us who Cindy is? We’re working on a… theory of sorts.”

“Who she is?”

Sam looked at Cindy. “Cindy? Can you tell me your ID number?”

Cindy didn’t look up, but she held her hands out and used her fingers to relay the number.

6…5…2…0…1…3…

Sam smiled tightly at her. “Thank you, Cindy.”

Cindy didn’t acknowledge him, and her eyes never left the ground.

Another zero one three number. Another kid who looks more like a trauma victim than a threat. Another outsider who takes one look at a kid and knows something is wrong.

Because, honestly, that was the strangest part. Tony had known Cindy for less than twenty-four hours, but when his girlfriend left, he didn’t kick Cindy out to get her back. He stayed home from work—a job where he made good money and was well-liked—to take care of her. He ran from, tried to distract, and lied to investigators.

Sam had taken similarly drastic measures after being exposed to Eric, and he knew most people would say that was just what made people like these kids so dangerous, but Sam knew better. Eric and Cindy weren’t manipulating anyone; there was just something so desperate and afraid and broken about them that anyone with the slightest pinch of protective instinct couldn’t let them go.

“You got more questions?”

Sam snapped himself from his thoughts. “Yes. Do you remember what was with Cindy in the box when you found her?”

“Well, there was some kinda blanket. Real thick, leathery on the one side…”

  *

Denny didn’t know what to do. It was Saturday, and he had volunteered to stay with Eric for the day because Summer was working on a stalking case in Boulder.

He had only entered the room to ask Eric for an opinion on a case report. He didn’t expect to find Eric curled up in bed under a mountain of blankets, hiding his face in his pillow and crying his eyes out.

“Eric?” Denny set the file on the nearby dresser and walked to the bed, reaching out to cautiously touch a shoulder. “Hey, whiz kid, look at me.”

Eric raised his head and turned toward Denny, his once-hazel eyes red and tearful. He had to have been crying for a while, given how raw his face was, and Denny didn’t like the thought of it going on any longer.

“Tell me what’s wrong.” Denny spoke softly, crouching down by the bed. “Come on, whiz kid, tell me what happened.”

Eric shook his head a few times, still sobbing silently, and then he slowly opened his mouth. “I can’t… I just…”

Denny tilted his head and leaned forward, trying to show Eric the undivided attention he was being given. “It’s okay, Eric, you can tell me.”

Eric dragged his arm over his eyes. “I just… I got really sad all of a sudden. I started missing my mom, and then I couldn’t stop crying, and I got scared. I thought—I knew someone would figure it out, and I don’t—” He choked out another sob and screwed his eyes shut. “I don’t want to go back on Prozac, Denny. I want to keep decreasing it, and I know this isn’t a mood swing, but I know nobody will believe me, and I just…” Eric dissolved back into tears and once again hid in his pillow.

Denny gave a sigh and began rubbing Eric’s back. This poor kid… He can’t even have a bad day without going half out of his bloody mind with fear…

Denny gave Eric a shake. “Hey, whiz kid.”

Eric turned his head to look at Denny, but his face was still half-buried in the pillow.

“I believe you.” Denny offered him a small smile but then returned to a sober expression, not wanting Eric to think he was offering platitudes. “I believe you, whiz kid, and I think Sam will, too. And maybe I’ll regret this, but if you don’t want to tell anyone, you don’t have to. It can be our secret. We’ll get you cleaned up quick, and if anyone says anything, I’ll cover for you.”

Eric sniffed and wiped his eyes again. “Really?” For a moment, there was hope, but then he shook his head. “No, I can’t. I can’t. I lied to Mr. Prichard about a symptom already, and he—he said I can’t do that. I have to…” He sniffed, then blinked, and that flicker of hope returned. “Could—could you tell him for me? Maybe… maybe you can tell him… that it’s not a mood swing?”

Denny nodded. “Yeah.” He smiled. “Yeah, of course I can do that.”

“Denny, will you tell me? Before you do it, I mean? So I can… y’know, get ready?” Eric slowly propped himself up, coming out of his cocoon of blankets, but he was still a nervous wreck. “Please?”

Denny stood up and gestured for Eric to move a little, seating himself on the bed next to Eric once there was space. “How about I call him now? We’ll get it out of the way, and you don’t have to sit here freaking out about it.”

Eric swallowed hard, and though he appeared hesitant, he nodded. “Yeah, okay.”

Denny smiled encouragingly and pulled his phone from his pocket, scrolling through his contacts until he found Sam. He hit the green button to dial and waited, silent and calm.

Eric was the exact opposite, fidgeting and whimpering and watching Denny with frantic eyes. He spent the ten second wait in what looked like agony to Denny.

“Prichard.”

“Hey, Sam, it’s Denny.”

“Denny, what’s up?”

Denny looked at Eric with another comforting smile. “I’m here with whiz kid, and he’s having a pretty rough day. He got sad all of a sudden, but we don’t think it’s a mood swing. He was kind of afraid to tell you because he doesn’t want to increase his Prozac, but he also said you specifically told him not to lie about symptoms, so he asked me to call for him.”

Eric was practically shaking on the bed next to him, his whole body rigid.

“Denny, can you put me on speaker?”

“Yes.” Denny pulled the phone away from his ear and did just that, looking at Eric with reassurance in his eyes.

Eric stared at the phone like it was a bomb.

“Eric?” Sam questioned, his voice a bit distorted.

“Y-yes, sir?”

“We’re going to make a note of your mood today just to keep track, but we are not increasing your Prozac because of this.”

Eric heaved a sigh of relief, and Denny felt a twist in his gut. Eric looked like the weight of the world had just been raised from his shoulders, and dang it, it wasn’t supposed to be that much of a relief to know you weren’t going to have to take medicine.

“Thank you, Mr. Prichard!”

“You don’t have to thank me. I’m not bending any rules or covering for you. I genuinely believe you don’t need to be on a higher dose of Prozac.” He paused for half a moment—or maybe his voice cut out, Denny didn’t know—and his tone was exceptionally warm when he spoke again. “You did the right thing by telling me the truth, Eric, and it’s okay that you needed help from Denny. I’m very, very proud of you.”

Eric beamed. He glowed, almost literally, like he could light up the entire room with his smile. “Um—I—I—well, good, I… I’m glad I did it right. I, um… just thank you… for believing me and…”

Denny smiled and waited a few seconds, but when it was obvious Eric couldn’t find his words, Denny took the phone off speaker and put it to his ear. “Thanks, Sam.”

“Sure. Is everything still quiet at the office?”

Denny chuckled. “Just mountains of paperwork, man. Enjoy your day off, and give those little ones a hug for me.”

Sam chuckled softly on the other end. “Will do. Bye, Denny.”

“Bye.” Denny snapped his phone shut and looked at Eric with a smile. “See? Sam understands, and we’re all good.”

Eric gave him a smile, but it was weak, and his eyes had began to tear up again. “Thanks, Denny. I… just thanks.”

Denny frowned a bit. “Hey… what’s the matter?”

Eric gave a shrug. “Nothing. I—I really appreciate your help, you… you made me feel good, but… that doesn’t take away the… the…” He shrugged again. “I don’t know.”

Denny nodded understandingly, a look of revelation crossing his face. “Your depression was making you feel bad, and you got worse because you were afraid we would change your pills, so even though everything is fine now, you still feel bad because of the depression. Right?”

Eric smiled sheepishly. “Yeah. Yeah, you…” He smiled a little wider and ducked his head. “You got it. I’m glad you understand. Most… most people don’t.”

Denny reached out and put a hand on the back of Eric’s neck, massaging it a few times. “It’s gonna be okay, kid. I’m here for you.” He gave Eric another squeeze and got to his feet. “You gonna lay down for a while?”

Eric shook his head rapidly, running a hand through his hair and adjusting his shirt. “No, I can work. I’ll take a Dexedrine, and then I can help you with whatever you’re doing.”

Denny shook his head and held up his hands. “Kid, kid, it’s okay. You don’t have to. It’s just paperwork day. If you feel up to it later, work on some of the reports I gave you, but if you don’t, then just rest, man. Enjoy the break and take care of yourself. Okay?”

“Um, okay, but…” Eric looked over at his desk. “I already finished the reports.”

Denny followed Eric’s gaze and blinked several times at the stack of at least twenty folders. “Those are done?”

“Mm-hmm.”

Denny walked over to the desk and looked at the file on top, opening the cover just to take a quick peek inside. There was a post-it note on top detailing what the file needed or already had, and the front page alone was covered in clear, concise writing.

“Great job, whiz kid.” Denny snorted softly at the subtle reminder of just how incredible Eric was. “Seriously, you did great. You definitely have a right to a break after you did all this.” He grabbed the files and turned to leave, giving Eric another smile as he passed.

“Uh, M-Denny?”

Denny stopped at the dresser and grabbed the file he had left there, turning to look at Eric. “Yeah?”

Eric licked his lips and swallowed hard. “You, uh… you didn’t say anything about… did you notice?”

Denny frowned a bit. Did I notice what?

“I, um… I began… calling you by name… instead of rank and name.” Eric wrung his hands, shoulders hunched a bit. “Is that okay?”

Denny chuckled softly. “Yeah, whiz kid, that’s fine. I probably didn’t notice ‘cause I was worried about you.”

Eric tilted his head. “You were worried?”

These files are getting heavy. Denny shifted the weight but stayed in the doorway. “Sure. I didn’t know what was wrong, and even after you told me, I was more concerned with making you feel better than what you were calling me.”

Eric stared, a flurry of emotions battling for control of his eyes and expression.

“Just get some sleep, whiz kid. Maybe you’ll feel better when you get up.”

Eric gave a distracted nod, sinking into the sheets and pulling the covers up to his chin. Denny smiled and waited until the blankets stopped moving to exit the bedroom and shut the door behind him.

Returning to his desk, Denny plopped the stack of files down and shook his head in disbelief.

Eric was so emotionally twisted up inside, Denny often forgot what he was truly capable of. His brain worked faster and more intricately than Denny could even begin to understand, and behind that childlike innocence and gentle personality, there was an arsenal of knowledge and skill.

Briefly, Denny imagined Eric without any unnecessary medications in his system. He imagined Eric feeling comfortable in his environment, living healthier, months after the depression he was battling finally subsided. And for a moment, Denny thought he could picture exactly what North Forest Hospital was so afraid of.

But Denny felt nothing even remotely close to fear, only hope and excitement and anticipation. Because Eric was going to get better, and come hell or high water, Denny would be there to see it.


SEVENTEEN

“I bet you’re wondering why I’ve gathered you here.”

Denny couldn’t help but chuckle, and he gave the new liaison several points for humor.Lynnette Donaldson. She was no older than thirty-five, but from her sharp eyes and confidence alone, it was no surprise to Denny that she ranked ahead of her age. She was a redhead—word around the room said she lived up to the stereotype—and Denny couldn’t help but wonder if the glasses resting on her nose were to improve vision or put a barrier between her gaze and innocent bystanders. Denny had decided he would definitely not want to be on the receiving end of a glare from her.

And yet, despite the image she had to maintain, she was funny.

Denny could handle that.

“I will let Mr. Prichard explain the situation at hand, but I expect to hear input from everyone, myself included, before this meeting is over.” Lynnette reclaimed her seat and immediately picked up a pen, preparing to take notes. “My job is to maintain consistency between Windlass Security and the Department of Homeland Security; if there is something you think I need to know, I want to know it.

Next to her, Dr. Raymonds sat with a small stack of files and a notebook of his own, his reading glasses ready and waiting next to his coffee. It was his presence that told Denny they hadn’t gathered to discuss a new case.

“First,” Sam began, standing at the head of the table, “I would like to bring Denny and Jade up to speed. Darren, Summer, and myself have been—”

“Investigating North Forest Hospital?” Denny interjected, one brow raised. “Yeah, so has Jade.”

Jade looked at him, eyes a bit widened, and Denny grinned. “Come on, guys. I wasn’t put on this team just because of my good looks.”

Sam nodded a bit, but there was still a hint of guilt to his features. “We would have told you, but we wanted Eric to have at least one friend without an ulterior motive—even if that motive is for his benefit. Keeping both of you out of the loop gave us some wiggle room.”

“I get it, mate.” Denny gave a shrug. “If I didn’t bloody agree with you, I would have said something. It’s all good, Sam.”

Jade said nothing, but she nodded in agreement.

“Yes, well, things have gotten… complicated… since then.” Sam inhaled briefly, as if considering how to begin. “We have been investigating Eric’s situation and North Forest Hospital for about a month. North Forest Hospital initially refused to send us any files, but we eventually got them to agree. However, more than two thirds of the information they sent was redacted.” Sam nodded to Darren, who sipped his drink and picked up where Sam left off.

“Indie was able to get us the case summaries for cases that some of their patients worked in the field. Those reports were all submitted by other agencies and contractors of the government, so North Forest Hospital would have to be watching us closely to know we have them. We got records for the last five years, and we began putting those files together, trying to find patterns. Our first person of interest was a kid who worked cases consistently for a full year before dropping off the map a few months before Eric came to work for us.”

“At first, we didn’t think there was a connection, given the gap between the two events,” Summer interjected, “but we noticed his number ended in 6013. Eric’s number ends in 5013, and one of the friends he told Sam about had a number ending in 4013. We thought there might be something to it, so Darren began digging a little more.”

Sam leaned on the table, his tone bearing a note of concern only those who knew him well would notice. “Meanwhile, Summer and I began speaking with third party vendors, trying to find someone who might know something helpful.” He straightened up and hit a button on the slideshow remote, pointing to the screen. “This is Tony Hester. Tony drove a truck for Johnson Medical, and he often took biohazardous waste to a disposal facility on the western slope. On Friday, Tony got curious and opened an exceptionally large box. He found a girl inside.”

Denny’s stomach twisted at that, an uncomfortable sensation crawling up the back of his neck. This isn’t just about Whiz Kid. This is big.

“We spoke to Tony and the girl, Cindy, three days ago. Early this morning, Tony’s girlfriend reported him missing. There is no sign of Cindy anywhere.” Sam looked at the screen again. “He gave us the location of the disposal facility before we left, and we’re going to look into it. It should also be mentioned that Cindy’s ID ended in 2013.”

“Which brings us back to our mystery kid, the one who went missing.” Darren gestured toward the screen and waited until Sam had changed it to continue. “Say hello to Donny Fitzgerald. I managed to strongarm North Forest Hospital into giving me the file on him. It doesn’t tell us all that much, but I couldn’t get anything else out of them. We’ve been playing telephone tag since the Tulsa case, but up until yesterday, nothing I was doing to get information from them was working.”

Jade gave Darren a cautious look. “What happened yesterday?”

“I decided to recruit Donny. I called and said we needed him on a case, and they told me Donny isn’t on duty anymore. There was a mishap in the field, so they benched him, which is why he disappeared four months ago, and they were considering whether or not to put him back in. They decided to retire him and put him in another facility until it’s safe for him to be in the field again.” 

Sam took over again. “What we find so interesting is when it happened. Less than twenty-four hours after Darren told me he was looking at the number sequence, Donny was relocated. Cindy was relocated the next day. Or she was supposed to be, before Tony intervened.”

“I hadn’t requested any files yet—hadn’t even called them.” Darren took another drink.

Denny let out a heavy sigh and rubbed his forehead. “You’re saying what I think you’re saying, aren’t you?”

Sam deadpanned. “If what you think we’re saying is that we have a mole, then yes. We believe it’s someone here in the office, though it doesn’t necessarily have to be one of our team.”

“Why here?” Denny questioned.

“We hadn’t landed yet when Darren called me. Detective Paulsen checks out, and there wasn’t anyone else on the plane other than myself, Summer, and Eric.”

Jade nodded a few times. “It has to be someone who heard the conversation from this end.” She frowned then. “That also begs the question of how they knew when to eavesdrop and who to eavesdrop on. If North Forest Hospital wasn’t notified when you got the public records, what reason would they have to bug Darren’s office?”

Darren looked at the screen behind them, scowling a bit. “However it happened, somebody told North Forest Hospital I was looking into Donny, and they had to have been here to know that.”

Sam exhaled briefly, the beginning of a frustrated sigh, but the air turned into words. “That leaves us pretty much stranded. We can’t speak with Tony or Cindy because they’re both missing. We can’t get hold of Donny’s files or get into contact with him, and our resources on other, potentially involved patients is limited at best.”

Lynnette spoke up then, doodling in the margins of her notebook. “That’s where I come in. I can make a more… persuasive demand for the files on Donny. However, if they are as restricted as Eric’s files, I don’t know how much help that will be. I will also be calling on some favors to see if anyone in another department has voiced concerns about North Forest Hospital and been shut down.”

Denny pursed his lips. “What do we know about Whiz Kid’s other ward mates?”

“I got their numbers from Eric,” Summer began, opening the file in front of her. “I asked him for a list of numbers in chronological order, and he gave me twenty-three of them, so I narrowed it down to the last five years. Donny and Cindy both made the list, but it’s been a while since he’s seen either of them. So, I took this list and lined it up with the timeline I created from the case summaries, including only patients whose ID ends with a 013s number.”

Jade whistled. “Do I want to know how long that took?”

“No,” Summer, Sam, and Darren replied in perfect unison, and no one else at the table could resist the urge to smile.

“So, Summer, what’d you find?” Denny asked, lips still turned up in the corner.

Summer held out her hand for the remote and got to her feet, changing the screen. “I found something interesting. Every time a patient was moved out of Eric’s ward, another one replaced them within a month. Every time except once.”

Summer pointed to a particular section of the timeline. “Eric wrote that 4013 left in July two years ago. 4013 didn’t work any cases while they were away, and then they came back to Eric’s ward this past December.”

Denny’s eyebrows shot up. “That’s almost two and a half years.”

“Exactly.” Summer clicked the button again and there was another change. “During that time, only two patients with numbers ending in the 013s worked on cases. I’m currently hounding North Forest Hospital for their files so I can get more information.” She gestured politely to Dr. Raymonds. “You’re up.”

Raymonds gave her a bright smile—Denny couldn’t help but think of the term ‘gentleman’ every time he saw the guy—and cleared his throat. “Yes, well, my findings aren’t nearly as scandalous, but there were some oddities. First, I received a letter from North Forest Hospital formally requesting that I refer Eric to one of their psychiatrists. It isn’t explicitly stated, but I get the idea they’re willing to pay me for my troubles, if you know what I mean.”

Lynnette held up an evidence bag with a piece of paper in it. “Dr. Raymonds handed that over to me, and because we are officially treating this as an open investigation, we will begin compiling evidence, starting with this.”

Raymonds waited until she was definitely done to continue. “I got in touch with a few colleagues who work with North Forest Hospital. They changed the subject every time I mentioned the hospital or its patients, and one of them told me, and I quote, ‘You should pass the kid on to someone else. Trust me, you’re better off not knowing what goes on in their brains.’” Raymonds sniffed. “I was quite offended, to be honest.”

Denny smiled slightly.

Jade leaned back in her chair with a sigh. “So… what are we saying? This isn’t just a mole theory, this is a full-blown conspiracy theory.”

Lynnette nodded with a solemn expression, her eyes going as dark as her lipstick. “I think we all know what we’re getting into. I don’t know when Jill will be back, but I’m keeping her updated, and I don’t intend to leave until I can hand this position over to her directly. I will do what I can to protect you from repercussions, but we have to tread very, very carefully. North Forest Hospital has a lot of authority over these patients. Honestly, I’m not sure why they haven’t taken Eric by force, though I suspect it has something to do with Mr. Prichard’s reputation.”

There was a brief moment of laughter, but Lynnette was quick to draw everyone back to the matter at hand, all humor immediately gone from her tone.

“Mr. Prichard is the one who began digging, and other people have slowly gotten involved. If North Forest Hospital hasn’t taken Eric back, I have to assume it’s because they would prefer Mr. Prichard keep this case a slow-growing hobby. They won’t do anything to give him a reason to make more noise than he’s making now. I also think that’s why you do, eventually, get the files you request. Delayed and altered, to be sure, but North Forest Hospital keeps giving you bits and pieces to keep you from doing anything drastic. It’s an advantage for us, but again, we have to be very careful. I cannot stress that enough.”

Sam turned to Jade and nodded toward the center of the table. “Jade, did you find something other than what we’ve covered?”

Jade nodded. “You guys found a lot more than I did, but I did pursue a side investigation you didn’t. North Forest Hospital keeps patients with psychosis in a facility in Grand Junction, so I called them up. They wouldn’t give me any records on Eric, but they did confirm Eric had been there several years ago. I didn’t think it was significant until I saw Summer’s timeline.”

Everyone stared expectantly.

“Eric was at North Forest Hospital Sanitarium from July to November of last year.”

Everyone looked at the timeline in unison, feeling the urge to double-check the connection they had just made.

“Right at the end of the unexplained gap,” Sam mumbled.

“We have to talk to the kid who came right after Whiz Kid got back.” Denny drummed his fingers on the tabletop. “Yeah, we should talk to the two who worked in the gap, but whoever 4013 is, they can give us the best before and after picture.”

Darren and Summer both began sifting through the files they had.

“I think it’s one of Eric’s friends, actually.” Summer kept flipping through, mumbling. “Where are you? Hmm… They showed up earlier on Eric’s timeline, too, a couple years ago. I think—there.”

Denny leaned forward a bit. “Who is it?”

“Oh, I remember her.” Summer nudged Sam on the arm. “She caught my eye because of what you said about wanting your own personal technical wizard.”

Sam looked at Lynnette immediately. “I was joking, of course. I’m sure you know that my wife handles that sort of thing for us quite often.”

“Of course,” she said.

Summer tapped the page. “She has incredible technology skills, but they haven’t let her out in the field in three years. Her file is black-tagged because she is, apparently, ‘a severe flight risk who is prone to violent outbursts.’”

Sam read the paper over Summer’s shoulder. “We can look into it.”

Lynnette stood up from her chair and buttoned her jacket. “I have to cut out, I’m afraid. I have a meeting in twenty. I’ll keep an eye out for cases involving these patients and make sure they end up on your desk. I’ll approve and prioritize your request for her help on said cases. Have a good night, everyone!”

There were waves and farewells, and then Sam got back to business.

“Summer and Darren will continue trying to get ahold of some files, namely those of 4013 and the two patients in the gap. They will orchestrate any attempt to come into contact with any of these patients. Jade and I will be going out to the biohazard waste facility to see what we can find. Dr. Raymonds, please keep us updated on any information you might be able to get from your colleagues, and let us know if North Forest Hospital makes any further attempt to reach out to you.”

Raymonds placed his hat on his head and stood up. “Of course. If that’s all…?”

“That’s it,” Sam replied. “Thank you again for coming.”

Dr. Raymonds waved and opened the door to leave. “Oh!”

Everyone looked up to see Lynnette standing there with an apologetic look on her face.

“Sorry everyone, but you have a case. I just got the notification; the files should be coming through any minute.”

Disappointment travelled around the room, but Jade still tried to find some hope. “I don’t suppose it’s a computer-related case?”

Lynnette shook her head. “Sorry, again. You’re headed to the middle of nowhere.”

There was another surge of disappointment, but there was nothing anyone could do about it, so they all fell into their roles. They left the conference room one after the other until it was just Denny and an open file.

“Let’s see who’s gonna help us take down North Forest Hospital.”

Denny stood up and reached across the table, dragging the papers over to himself and turning them right-side up. He skimmed the details, briefly noting the lack of a picture, and couldn’t help but chuckle at some of the things he read.

“Hmm… Melanie, huh?”


EIGHTEEN

The case in the middle of nowhere turned out to be a lot simpler than they had expected, tracking down a group of survivalists who were making noises about overthrowing the government. It turned out to be more of a prank than anything else, but once again Eric had been instrumental in cracking it. The only problem came when Sam went to turn in his rental car, which had suffered some damage. As they were flying back to Denver, Eric decided to share the story with the rest of them.

“So, Mr. Prichard, he—he looks at the man and asks, ‘That couldn’t be caused by normal wear and tear, could it?’”

Denny threw his head back laughing, and Eric dissolved into hysterics, both of them stopping just long enough to look at Sam and then started laughing all over again.

“Wear and tear, Sam?” Denny pressed a hand to his aching stomach. “It was a bloody caved in fender!”

Eric nearly snorted, covering his mouth with his device-free hand. “I haven’t been around cars for five years, and even I knew that couldn’t be wear and tear!”

Sam glared at them disparagingly. “It was worth a shot.”

Denny and Eric both began laughing again, though not quite as raucously, and then Eric put his headphones in. He curled up, nestling into Denny’s side with a mumble. “Worth a shot…” Eric giggled and then fell silent, sighing contentedly.

Denny draped an arm around the kid and put his own headphones back where they belonged, directing another grin at Sam. Oddly, he didn’t mind the close contact with Eric.

Denny figured it was just something he had gotten used to. Eric loved to be touched—also odd, because when they first met him, Eric shied away from physical intimacy of any kind, even handshakes and tight quarters—but with the occasional exception of a panic attack, Eric now enjoyed physical contact with several members of the team.

Denny wasn’t exactly a touchy-feely kind of guy, but there was something so innocent and pure about the way Eric tried to, for lack of a better word, cuddle other adults. Besides, after five years of isolation… after growing up thinking only mothers handed out hugs… how could Denny tell him no?

“Denny.”

Denny pulled his headset down around his neck and looked at Sam expectantly.

“Do you need a day off to recover?”

Denny immediately knew where the talk was going, and he shook his head. “Nope. I’ll be ready to roll as soon as we land.”

Sam nodded a bit and looked over the legal pad in front of him. “I need to go home and shower, and then I’m spending a few hours with Kenzie and Bo at home.”

Summer looked up at him. “I’m expecting a call from Ms. Donaldson sometime today. She’s in a meeting until four, and she wasn’t certain when she would be able to get in touch with me after that.”

Sam looked back at his notes, scribbling down a few things before continuing. “Jade, you said you were going to look into employment records at Johnson Medical?”

Jade nodded from her seat on the plane, a legal pad sitting in front of her as well. “North Forest Hospital was established in 2008, and Hester was only their driver for the past five years. Hopefully, I’ll be able to find other drivers and, if they’re still around, talk to them about the shipments they ran.”

Darren rolled his shoulders and tapped Sam’s legal pad. “Put me down for working from home. Someone has to do the reports for this case while you’re running all over God’s creation chasing leads.” He twisted the cap off a water bottle and took a drink. “I’ll be getting some features installed in my spare rooms, too. We’re gonna need a place for these patients to stay, and our boy might not need to be under lock and key, but I doubt we can say that for all the patients we’ll come across.”

“Hey.” Jade stopped writing and looked across the plane. “Mind if I come over? We can tag-team the research and report-writing.”

“Only if you let me cook for you.” Darren grinned and raised his water bottle as if it were a wine glass.

Sam chuckled and continued to write. “That leaves you, Denny. Eric has an appointment with Dr. Raymonds today—”

“And while Whiz Kid is seeing the doctor, I’ll be snooping around the office in search of our mole.” Denny shrugged. “I might take the kid for ice cream or something afterward. Or to get a library card.”

There wasn’t a single face that didn’t have a smile at the thought of that.

“You know what?” Sam rested his ankle on the opposite knee. “Why don’t you all come over for dinner? It’s about time we involve him in a big family meal.”

Denny gave a thumbs up. “I’ll be there, and I’ll bring the kid.”

Darren thought about it for a moment and then nodded. “Me, too.” Walter and Steve chimed in that they would be coming, and Summer said to count her in.

Sam set his pen down and addressed the plan. “Stay in touch with Summer or myself and meet at my house at six if you can make it. Take tomorrow off and do something relaxing. The deeper we get into this, the more intense it’s going to get, and I don’t know when you’ll have free time again.”

There were affirmative murmurs around the jet, and Denny turned his attention back to Eric, who was still pressed tightly against Denny’s side, eyes closed and lips moving in silent song lyrics.

We’ll get this figured out, kid. Don’t you worry. Denny gave him a one-armed squeeze, and a happy smile pulled at Eric’s lips. Everything is gonna be alright.

  *

If I were a mole, where would I hide?

Well, seeing as Denny had never been a traitor and never would be, he had absolutely no idea how to answer his own question, and that made it largely unhelpful, but Denny had never been a quitter—and he never would be—so he continued to stand by the coffee machine and survey the room.

There aren’t any new hires; at least, not ones that began less than six months ago. Every case that comes in goes through Jenna, and she would be keeping an eye out for any new or unusual correspondence, so it’s not hidden in case files. I think the janitor is new… and it isn’t like this place is under lock and key. Some of the security guys come down to use the copy machine or fax if theirs is broken. Even—

“Mr. Cortlandt, are you looking for the mysterious note-sender, too?”

Denny jumped and spilled hot coffee on his hand, startled by the janitor’s comment.

“Oh, geez, I’m sorry!”

“Uh…” He set the cup down and turned on the water, sticking his hand beneath the flow. “Don’t worry about it, Bob.” He flicked his hands to rid them of the water. “What was it you wanted to know?”

“I asked if you were looking for the guy sending Jenna notes.” Bob shrugged and gestured vaguely to one of the desks in the room. “Me and some of the guys have a bet going. I think it’s Roger, the driver, but most of them think it’s Rob. Mr. Thomas thinks it’s the delivery guy nobody knows the name of.”

Denny grabbed a few paper towels and patted his hand dry, moving toward the desk in question. “What makes you think it’s Roger and not Rob?” he asked, glancing around as he walked.

“She’s on her lunch break,” Bob supplied, joining Denny in his nonchalant approach. “I think it’s Roger because Rob was on vacation when the first letter showed up.”

Denny frowned a bit, sitting down at her desk and letting his eyes wander over the papers in plain sight. He wasn’t technically going through her things without permission. Yet.

“Why are they betting on Rob, then? Don’t they know about the first letter?”

“Nah.” Bob shook his head and leaned against the desk, casually keeping an eye on the door. “It was set apart from the others. She’s been getting these every Monday and Friday for about three weeks, like clockwork, and they’re always sitting on her desk. Just her name on the front, nothing else, but that first one was taped to the underside of her desk. I only saw it because I dropped my pen, and it rolled up under there.”

Denny leaned forward in her chair and looked up, running his hand along the smooth surface until he hit residual adhesive. Something was duct taped here. He continued to feel around, but there was nothing else unusual.

Denny straightened up with a heavy sigh. “I don’t suppose she’s nice enough to tuck the letters in a drawer.”

Bob snorted. “I wish. She puts them in her purse and takes them home every time.”

Figures. Denny sifted through the papers on the desk anyway, trying not to look at anything that appeared personal unless there was a chance it was coded. “She’s doing a good job of hiding whatever it is she’s getting letters about.”

“I think, whoever it is, she’s really into them. She gets that dopey, love-at-first-sight kind of smile when she reads them.” Bob pushed off the desk and slipped his hands into his pockets. “You wanna make a bet?”

Denny nodded slowly and stepped away from the desk, pulling his wallet out and handing over a twenty. “Put it on Rob.”

Bob frowned a bit. “You sure?”

“Yeah. Once they find out you put your money on Roger, they’ll up their bets, and when you win, you’re gonna give me forty and keep the rest for yourself.” Denny grinned and waved the money to get Bob‘s attention. “All in good fun, right, mate?”

Bob grinned and snatched the bill away. “Well, you’re making a mistake, but if you want to put your money on Rob…” He let his voice trail off and walked away, leaving Denny by the empty desk.

It could be harmless love letters, but…

It could have been something else. So, Denny went back to the coffee machine and reclaimed his coffee, leaning back against the counter and watching the room. It was a Friday, after all. Maybe he would get lucky.

  *

“Miss Raines, I’m sorry—”

“Ms. Raines.”

“Right. Ms. Raines, I’m sorry, but I can’t let you back there unless you have the appropriate clearance.”

“What could you possibly have at a federal bio-waste facility that I can’t see with Department of Homeland Security credentials?”

“I’m sorry, M—Ms. Raines, but that’s the policy.”

“Whose policy?”

Sam cleared his throat as he rounded the corner leaning on his cane, stepping up to the counter and flashing his own ID. “Sorry, I’m late. What seems to be the trouble?”

Behind the counter, a young woman with her hair in a tight bun was clacking away at a computer. She had a condescending smile on her face, and she didn’t do much to hide her irritation at having to repeat herself to a new detective.

“You and Miss Raines—”

“Ms. Raines,” both detectives corrected.

“Right. You and Ms. Raines do not have the appropriate clearances to see the North Forest Hospital wing of this facility. If you want to see that portion of the facility, you need a warrant.”

“We don’t need a warrant to investigate federal property.” Sam held up his ID and flipped it over to show the DHS endorsement. “This is our warrant. You have exactly two minutes to open the door.”

Sighing, the woman blinked a few times and licked her lips, giving them a sickeningly sweet smile. “I can’t do that.”

“You can, and you will, or you’re going to lose your job.” Sam was in no mood to put up with this sort of thing. “If I had the patience and the time, I would slowly explain to you, in a way you can understand, how the legal system works. I don’t have either, and after many years as a professional investigator, I always enjoy seeing the look on someone’s face when they realize just how much trouble their big mouth has gotten them into.”

The girl didn’t seem worried, her lips twisting into a sneerish smile as she opened her mouth to reply.

Sam pulled out his phone and dialed, pressing the device to his ear a moment later. It rang twice, and then he heard, “Donaldson.”

“Ms. Donaldson, I need clearance to get into the North Forest Hospital wing of the Grand Junction Federal Waste Disposal facility.” He kept his eyes on the receptionist the whole time and realized he was a liar. 

There was still something satisfying about seeing that face.

“Your IDs should get you in.”

“Yes, they should, but the receptionist here…” Sam leaned into look at her nametag. “Ramona Garza is giving us a hard time. I hate to bother you, because I know how busy you are—”

Ramona slammed her hand down on the button to unlock the North Forest Hospital wing.

“Oh, never mind. It seems the problem has resolved itself.”

“You play dirty, Prichard. I like you.” Lynnette chuckled. “Best of luck.” And then she was gone.

Sam shoved his phone into his pocket, striding toward the doors without so much as a thank you, Summer on his heels.

“So…” Summer waited until the doors closed behind them to continue. “You want to talk?”

“No.” There was no room for argument in his voice, and he could still feel his heart pounding in his chest, the adrenaline of anger left unexpressed. “We need to focus.”

“I know.” Summer spoke softly, calm as ever. “That’s why I asked.”

Sam was already replying when a hand on his arm pulled him to a stop, forcing him to actually look at her. Because he hadn’t up until then—he hadn’t made eye contact with anyone he didn’t identify as an enemy—and he should have known she wouldn’t let him get away with that.

“Sam, I’m… all for you throwing your weight around, but this isn’t the way to do it, and this isn’t like you.” Summer bit her lip and searched his eyes, brow creasing with worry. “If you don’t want to share, I understand, but… give me something to go on, here. Just tell me you’re okay.”

Sam inhaled and exhaled deeply, slowly, feeling some of the tension leave his body with the carbon dioxide. “Indie and I had a fight last night. It’s the first time we really had a fight in the whole time we’ve been married, and I guess it just got me rattled. What with Mom dying and everything else, I’m just—maybe I’m just not myself, right now.”

Summer looked as though the statement physically pained her, and after a moment of thought, she nodded. “Okay.” She took a deep breath and then turned to look down the hall they were in. “What are we looking for?”

Sam inwardly heaved a sigh of relief, his own gaze turning to the hall and wandering over the doors. “Boxes that are heavily locked or too big for comfort. If we can find any kind of shipment log, I want pictures of pages going back at least one year.”

Summer nodded her head and began to look around. “It isn’t that big.” She didn’t say anything immediately after that, but Sam could tell the thought was incomplete.

“Summer?” he pressed softly.

“It just… I don’t know. Maybe it’s the right size, but maybe there’s another wing we don’t know about.” Summer let out a weary sigh. “It’s getting tough for me to figure out where I should see a conspiracy and where I shouldn’t. This whole thing is messed up.” She ran a hand through her hair and shook her head. “We’re supposed to be the good guys. We’re supposed to be one of the  things in the world that’s black and white.”

Sam sighed heavily and nodded his head, glancing over his shoulder at the double doors they had come through. “Tell me about it.” He shook his head and began to walk, grabbing the door to his right and gesturing to the one on his left. “Two rooms for me, two rooms for you, and we’ll see what we find before deciding whether or not to look for a conspiracy.”

Summer nodded her head and opened her designated door. “Sounds like a plan. We can make notes to compare later, and I have notes from my talk with Chief Donaldson, too.”

“We can talk about them when we get back to the office.”

They both turned their handles and pushed the doors inward, giving each other one last affirmative nod before disappearing into their respective chambers.

  *

“Gin!”

“Unbelievable.”

“I think that’s twenty-three times he’s beat you now.”

“Twenty-four, actually.”

“Of course.”

Sam chuckled to himself as he watched the scene unfold, downing the rest of his tea and allowing some of his earlier stress to dissipate. Well, no, not dissipate. There was nothing about his stress that could be removed, only redirected; he could turn it into energy and try to work on their ever-increasing caseload.

“You didn’t even know how to play this twenty minutes ago.” Summer began to shuffle the cards, shaking her head in continued disbelief.

“You still want to play?” Eric asked softly, scratching at his arms until a gentle touch from Summer stopped him. “Even though I always win?”

Summer smiled and nodded. “Sure.” She began to shuffle but stopped again. “Actually, you know what? No. We aren’t going to play this again.”

Eric lowered his head and curled in on himself, dejected. “Oh. Okay.” But he offered no argument—he wasn’t anywhere near confident enough to try and pursue happiness that wasn’t handed to him on a silver platter.

Thankfully, Summer erased his sadness with a wide smile, standing up and leaving the sofa behind. She held onto the cards and grabbed her wine from the coffee table. “I need two more players.” She looked around the living room. “Come on. Denny?”

Jade raised her hand and stood up. “I’ll play.”

Denny shook his head. “If you had asked me two glasses of wine previously, maybe,” he said. “Now, I am too bloody wasted.”

Darren stood up from his chair and grabbed his scotch. “I’ll play… whatever it is we’re playing.”

“Great.” Summer was already walking toward the dining room table. “We’ll need to use the table, and Sam, I’ll need two more decks of cards…”

Sam watched with a smile as Summer directed them, overlapping talk accenting their movements as they got situated around the table. They commenced shuffling, and they looked like they were already having a good time, which made Sam smile more.

Despite everything, it made him smile, and he tried to hang onto those positive bits. He noticed Eric was calling Denny by his name instead of ‘Mr. Cortlandt,’ and Denny readily engaged in physical contact whenever Eric needed it. Their friendship was a Godsend in more ways than Sam knew how to list.

Indie, sitting beside him, laid her head on his shoulder. “You were right,” she said. “He needed this.”

Sam nodded. “Did you see him watching TV with Kenzie earlier? He’s ten years older than she is, but you wouldn’t have known it from watching them.”

Indie looked at him for a moment. “I’m sorry,” she said. “I know I’ve been on your case a lot the last few weeks, complaining about all the time you spend with them. I’m honestly sorry about that, Sam. He needs you, I can see that.” She kissed his cheek. “Just don’t forget that we need you, too.”

Sam turned his face and met her lips, and then the two of them looked back at the table.

“I’m going to teach you a game my family has played for… I don’t know, forever.” Summer chuckled, still shuffling as she spoke. “I don’t know what the real rules are, and I don’t know where else people play it.” Summer kept shuffling until she was satisfied that all three decks were well intermingled. “Now, everybody starts with thirteen cards…”

Sam let his smile return and linger on his lips. Eric was doing well, yes, but Jade also had some leads from Johnson Medical to follow, and Lynnette Donaldson was adamant that Donny’s files would be in Sam’s office by the end of the week. Of course, they were probably redacted, and there was…

Clearly, positivity is a weak point for me. Sam leaned back in his seat, trying to take another drink but finding his glass was empty. 

Sam shook his head and set his empty glass on the coffee table. He leaned back again, sighing heavily, eyelids sinking slowly. He was tired, and he wouldn’t be surprised if he fell asleep within the next—

Sam jumped, grabbing his ringing phone out of his pocket. 

“Prichard,” he said.

“Mr. Prichard? You the one that came by my house?”


NINETEEN

Sam blinked in surprise and stood up, swaying for a moment before walking toward the foyer for a little privacy. “Tony? Tony Hester?”

“Yes. Don’t bother trying to trace this phone, it’s a burner.”

Sam was surprised Tony even knew what a burner phone was. “Tony, where are you? What happened to you?”

“Can’t answer either of those. Sorry.” There were cars honking and metal banging in the background. “I wanted to call and let you know I’m alright. So’s Cindy. We’re goin’ off-grid somewhere in Montana. Can’t tell you where, of course, but we’re both alright.”

“Well, I appreciate you checking in.” Sam paused, licked his lips, and shook his head. “Did you remember anything helpful about the case?”

“Naw, but Cindy told me about something. She said if your kid boy is an 013 like her, he knows about Gina Donovan. She wouldn’t tell me nothing else—really upsets her when I try to talk about it, you know?—but she said Gina Donovan started it all. She got them all unhinged, and things tumbled downhill from there. I don’t have any idea what any of that means, but I figured you might, and she asked me to pass it on, so…”

Sam nodded slowly. “I see. I’ll definitely ask Eric about that. Thank you.” He paused, surprised the conversation was even happening, and then he shook his head. “How did you get this number? If you spoke to someone in the government, they might—”

“I saw your card in your wallet.”

Sam blinked. “What?”

There was a bit of crackling, and then Tony’s voice came back. “…wallet. You opened it up to get your boy’s picture, and I saw your business card.”

Sam squinted a bit. “So, you… read my number and remembered it all this time?”

There was a pause, and Sam figured Tony couldn’t make it all the way through a phone call without spitting. “‘Course. Once you see somethin’, it’s not like it goes away, you know? All I have to do is close my eyes, and there’s your card, Mr. Prichard.”

Sam was silent for a moment, and then he cautiously began speaking again. “Tony, have you ever been tested for a photographic memory?”

Tony only chuckled. “Mr. Prichard, I think we both know I ain’t that smart. I don’t remember pictures any better than everybody else.”

Sam opened his mouth to object, but then he decided to let it drop. “I see. Well, thank you for calling me with the update. You said this is a burner, right?”

“Yep. I got a bunch of ‘em.”

“How many is a bunch?”

“Well, I been tryin’ to break up my purchases ‘cross state lines, you know? But I think I got ‘bout… twenty-five now. F’you think I need to get more, I will.”

Sam slowly shook his head and spent a few seconds imitating a codfish. “No, that’s fine. You’re… being really smart about this.” He shook his head again, more to clear his mind than to express disbelief. “So, I won’t be able to call you back at this number.” He sighed. “I don’t suppose I can ask you to call me once a month to check in? I may have more questions, and I don’t have a lot of people I can contact for this. Everything is very…”

“Weird? Capture seemed like it to me.”

Sam snorted. “If you had told me last year that I would be dabbling in the idea of a conspiracy theory, I would have laughed in your face.”

Tony chuckled, his voice crackling out for a bit before coming back. “—ear that I would be on the run with a girl, think I’d’a done the same, but here we are, Mr. Prichard.”

“Indeed. Here we are.” Sam shook his head, unable to wrap his mind around how drastically his life had shifted in less than two months.

“I’ll do my best to call you once a month, but if I don’t call or call late, don’t assume somethin’ bad happened to me. I might just be laying low, or Cindy might be too skittish for me to contact outsiders. She’s real spooked—lotsa that PTSD stuff, you know?”

“Yes, I know.” Sam mumbled the word ‘understandable’ under his breath. “Thank you for calling with this information. I won’t tell anybody outside my team that you made contact. As far as the government is concerned, this talk never happened, and Tony Hester is in the wind.”

“I appreciate that, Mr. Prichard, and like I said, I’ll do what I can to help.” There was a pause, distant voices, and then Tony was back. “We’ve been on too long. She thinks you’re trackin’ me. I gotta go.”

“Good luck, Tony.”

“You too, Mr. Prichard.”

Sam was opening his mouth to tell Tony to use his first name when the line went dead. He pulled the phone away from his ear and looked at it for a long moment, shaking his head slowly.

I wonder what Tony’s IQ is. Tony may not have gotten access to a quality education—or if he had, he might not have taken to the learning style—but he was clearly intelligent. His coworkers all spoke highly of him, of his ability to learn quickly and retain information. Tony himself had shown a variety of knowledge—from the locksmithing he learned from his father to the detailed notes he had made about Cindy’s condition—and he clearly had a photographic memory of some kind.

In another life, if he had different parents or a different hometown… would he have been carted off by North Forest Hospital? Or is his intelligence largely practical and unable to influence his IQ?

And if that was the case, how was that fair? How did it make sense that people with practical knowledge were somehow more trustworthy than those with special abilities in science and math? IQ really only measured one’s ability to test well, and yet an IQ above 165 and a minor infraction of the law was all a judge needed to put you away in a place like North Forest Hospital.

Sam rubbed his face. One crisis at a time. He opened the front door and stepped out onto the porch, breathing in the cool, evening air. Donaldson says we’ll have files on Donny by the end of the week, but we already agreed we don’t know how helpful that will be. She also said she will find a technology case by Monday—‘If I have to start murdering people myself,’ had been her exact words, according to Summer—and talking to the new kid will be helpful. Indie was looking for information about the patients Eric knew, and he was praying she would find something soon.

But there were problems. Jenna had been out of the office during the call with Darren that had been overheard, and while that didn’t rule out her admirers, Sam didn’t think they were likely candidates. They didn’t have any other leads with the mole, and North Forest Hospital still held all the aces as far as information went. Redacted, password-protected, restricted access, confidential… there was no end to the red tape protecting whatever North Forest Hospital was trying so hard to conceal.

  *

“I don’t know if this was a good idea, Sam.”

Sam looked up from his phone and met the uncertain eyes of one Jade Miller. He thought about telling her it was a little late to worry about it, but he didn’t bother.

Jade couldn’t read his thoughts, of course, so she continued. “I agree we need the information, but her record is a mess.”

Sam slipped his phone into his pocket with a grim nod. “I know. She’s been quarantined several times for violent outbursts, and she seems to have a penchant for breaking as many rules as she can.” But she was a lead.

Jade didn’t look up from the file in her hands. “I think she might have set a record, actually.” 

“Hey,” Darren cut in both conversationally and physically, a steaming cup of coffee in his hands. “We knew going into this that we would have to juggle our current case and our North Forest Hospital case.”

Jade turned another page, her expression reserved. “It’s not the two cases. I know we can handle that. I’m not sure whether or not we can handle her.”

Denny cleared his throat then, leaning back in his chair to peer around the cubicle wall. “Well, don’t look now, but I think we’re about to find out.”

Sam straightened up and stepped forward to meet the approaching group, stopping after three steps and waiting for them to close the rest of the distance.

Melanie. She’s older than Eric, but not by too much. There are one, two, three, four, five different colors in her hair. She’s somewhat heavyset, and I wouldn’t be surprised if she knew how to throw her weight around literally and figuratively. She has five people with her instead of two, and their body language tells a very different story than that of Eric’s escorts.

In short, Eric was a nuisance. Melanie was a problem.

“You’re Mr. Prichard?”

Sam extended his hand in greeting, only entertaining pleasantries with the head of the group. “Yes, that’s me.”

“Shaw. This is Melanie.” The security guard handed over a keycard as well as an actual key, apparently for the handcuffs keeping Melanie’s hands behind her back. “You should know how this works already. You take the handcuffs off at your own risk, and you call the number on the keycard when you’re ready to send her back.”

Sam slipped the items into his pocket. “Thank you. We can take it from here.”

Shaw threw a hand in the air and gestured with his finger, almost twirling it in a circle, and the four other men dispersed. “Keep an eye on this one, Prichard. Don’t leave her alone for a moment.”

“We won’t.” Sam held Shaw’s stare for a moment or two, and then Shaw slowly turned and followed his men out of the room.

Sam watched them leave, but as soon as they were through the glass doors, his attention was on the latest addition to his team. They stared at each other for a moment, neither blinking, neither smiling, and then Sam opened his mouth.

“We—”

“Let’s get something straight here.” Melanie narrowed her eyes, and there was nothing but hatred in those chocolate irises. “I’m not here for you, and I’m not here for your government. I’m not here to help anybody. I’m here to see Eric, and let me tell you something, asshole: I’m the one who keeps Eric safe. When I see him and he tells me everything you’ve done to him, you can expect me to explode. If he’s hurt, you can expect me to go off like an atomic bomb. Comprende?”

Sam did not allow a smile to tug at the corner of his mouth, and he kept his tone as solemn and level as ever. He raised a brow ever-soa bit and feigned extreme disinterest. “Understood,” he said. “Now, if you would follow us to the conference…”

“Melanie?”

As soon as Eric’s voice was heard, Melanie changed. Her body language and facial expressions shifted, probably much more than she realized, and her countenance immediately brightened.

“Eric!” Hands still bound behind her back, she shot past Sam and ran into Eric’s arms. “I missed you so much!”

Eric wrapped his lanky arms around her, and neither of them appeared to mind that the hug was less than conventional. “I missed you, too. I wanted to write to you, but I knew…”

“Hey!” Melanie smiled widely at him. “No talking about sad things. We’re here now, right? Who needs letters when we can talk with our faces?” She tucked her chin over his shoulder and somehow, despite her lack of arms, squeezed him tight. “How have you been?”

“I’ve been really, really good.” Eric smiled back at her, just as wide and just as sincere.

Melanie didn’t buy it for a moment, but she smiled nonetheless. “That’s great, Eric!”

Sam was content to sit back and wait for them to get their greetings out, but it appeared Denny was a little unhappy about his friend being commandeered, and he approached the duo almost immediately.

“So, Melanie—”

“Shut up.” She glared at him. “Don’t interrupt me when I’m talking to my friend.”

Eric bit his lip and looked between the two of them.

“Okay, well…” Denny frowned. “I was only going to suggest that we might all go sit down.”

She glared at him.

“Okay, then.” Denny took a deep breath and spoke as if restarting the talk. “So, Melanie, we’re gon—”

Melanie opened her mouth to reply, but Eric stopped her with a single, pleading look. Headstrong as she was, it looked like she wanted Eric to be happy above all else, and Sam knew that would quickly become a very useful tool.

Sam joined the seemingly happy pair and opened the door to the conference room. “Melanie, I’m Sam Prichard. I’m the leader of this team,” he said as Eric helped lead her inside. “Denny Cortlandt is the one you’ve been giving attitude to, and these are Steve Beck, Walter Rawlins, Darren Beecher, Jade Miller, and Summer Raines.”

Melanie glared at each and every one of them in turn before turning sharp eyes back to Sam. “This isn’t a meet ‘n’ greet. Just tell me what you want me to do.”

Sam gestured to the conference room. “We’ll brief you in here, but first…” He looked at Eric, his eyes expressing the importance of an honest answer. “Eric, I was told to remove the handcuffs at my own risk. If you trust Melanie, you can vouch for her, and I’ll take them off.”

Eric smiled and nodded immediately. “I’ll vouch for her, Mr. Prichard. She won’t hurt anybody.” His smile expanded a bit, and Sam felt a bit guilty.

Melanie glared at Sam. She knew he was using her affection for Eric against her, and she was furious, but there wasn’t anything she could do about it—not while Eric was still standing there.

Sam offered a small smile, and then he pulled the handcuff key from his pocket. “Turn around, Miss Melanie.”

She glared for another second, but then she turned around and let him remove the cuffs. She withdrew her hands as soon as they were off, rubbing her wrists and turning back around.

Sam extended a hand toward the conference table in a ‘ladies first’ gesture, and then he followed Melanie and Eric to where the rest of the team was waiting.

So far, so good. We’ll see how long it lasts.

Melanie sat down warily, parking herself right next to Eric and holding onto him at all times. Her posture was defensive, her entire being dedicated to shielding Eric from the outside world, but there was still trepidation in her eyes.

She doesn’t understand fair treatment; doesn’t understand trust.

Melanie gripped Eric’s arm almost possessively, sitting there at the table, keeping one eye on the open door.  

“Who are they?” Melanie asked, jerking her head in the direction of the screen.

“These are victims from a string of disappearances in Jacksonville, Florida,” Summer explained, grabbing the remote and pressing the necessary buttons to enlarge the three pictures. “Our kidnapper is using social media to make it look like the victims are on vacation, so they aren’t being reported missing until two to three days after they’re abducted. We believe he used those same social media accounts to learn the ins and outs of their lives.”

Denny idly toyed with a pen, tapping it against the tabletop. “It’s a suburban area, so he wants privacy and space. He gets off on the control he has. These women aren’t safe anywhere, not even in their own homes, and he loves showing them.”

Melanie’s face twisted up. “Geez. What are you guys? Psychopaths Anonymous?”

Jade answered that one. “We’re actually private investigators. We work with the government and law enforcement agencies to get ahead of serial killers—or, in this case, serial abductors—and we try to get inside their heads so we can figure out what they’re going to do next.” She paused, a curious look entering her eyes. “Didn’t they tell you what we needed you for?”

“Psh. You’re new at this kinda thing, aren’t you?”

Sam grabbed the opening as soon as he saw it. “Actually, yes, we are. Why don’t you tell us about it?”

Melanie looked at him, and he could almost tangibly see the walls going up. “Well, for starters, it’s all need to know. So, what I need to know is what it is you want me to do, asshole.”

Sam opened his file to take a look at the remaining information, shaking his head. “Eric says you’re good with a computer. That’s what we need you to do.”

Melanie squinted, looking at him as if she couldn’t tell whether he was joking or stupid. “Okay, so why am I here?”

Summer picked up a laptop case that was sitting on the floor and handed it to Melanie. She looked at it for a long moment, then turned her eyes up to Sam.

“You realize I could destroy your network right under your noses and you couldn’t do anything to stop me.” Melanie narrowed her eyes a bit, but Sam didn’t see any anger, only distrust. “They only let me use computers with a half dozen people watching over my shoulder.”

Sam stood up and took the closed laptop from the center of the table, pushing it until it was right at the edge, less than five feet away from her. “I truly believe you can do what you say you can. I’m giving you a chance to do something better.” He tapped the closed device. “So, tell me, Miss Melanie: if I give you this, and I tell you how to use it to help us catch a psychopath, will you help or will you destroy our network?”

She looked at him for a long moment, her eyes narrowed a bit. “I’m a psychopath. Why would I help you catch one?”

Sam couldn’t contain the burst of quiet laughter. “No, you’re not.” He gestured to the laptop and looked at her again, leaning on the table, gaze unwavering. “So, what will it be?”

Melanie looked at the laptop for a long moment, and then she looked back at the women on the screen. She tilted her head a bit, and she must have imagined something terrible, because her eyes began to tear up a bit.

Melanie blinked rapidly and sniffed to clear her sinuses. “Yeah, okay. I’ll help.”

Sam smiled at her. “Thank you.”

Melanie shrugged, outwardly indifferent. “It’s not like I have a choice. I either help, or I go back to that damned hospital.”

Sam chose not to comment, instead sitting back down, and handed the floor over to Summer.

Summer rolled her chair back a bit and turned toward the screen. “This is Mary Campbell, the third woman to go missing in Jacksonville, Florida in the last year. She had an in-home security system, but the key code was put in, and her German Shepherd has gone missing.”

Sam flipped through the first couple sheets of his folder. “What do we know about his MO?”

“Well, that’s why we’re being called in.” Summer shook her head with an exasperated sigh. “The abduction sites are absolutely pristine. No DNA except the victims, no signs of a struggle…”

Denny nodded a few times, rubbing his chin. “No forced entry, either, and you said they aren’t reported missing for a couple days.”

“Is this where I come in?” Melanie was sitting on one of the chairs, cross-legged like Eric, and turning the seat from side to side. “You want me to figure out how he hacked their accounts?”

“That’s part of it, yes.” Sam looked up from his files and made eye contact. “We would also like you to look into the accounts themselves and figure out if there are any venues they all visited on a regular basis—somewhere he could have come into contact with each of them repeatedly.” Sam watched her face as he gave the instructions, and he could see a little spark in the darkest shade of brown in her eyes.

She wasn’t used to being given clear orders; it looked like she had been expecting a ‘work some magic’ with no further details and unfair expectations.

She wasn’t used to respect; she didn’t think she would hear ‘we would like you to’ come from the mouth of anyone.

“I can do that.” She looked at Eric, saw his smile and nod, and continued. “I could also tell you where the updates are being posted from. Every time you put a picture on Facebook, the exact coordinates get posted, too. It’s a great tool for stalkers…” She trailed for a moment and then came back. “If I have the bandwidth, I can try and run a facial recognition software to see if someone shows up in pictures on all the accounts, but that’s not a great first move.”

Sam smiled warmly—he knew the rest of his team did the same—and nodded his permission. “If you think that will work, you can try it. Just keep me posted on what you do or don’t find.”

Melanie gave him a long, hard stare, and then she offered a tiny, almost invisible nod.

Sam nodded in return and closed his file. “We don’t know how long he’s keeping them, and that means we don’t know how much time Mary Campbell has left. We’ll be leaving for Jacksonville in an hour.” He tapped his file on the table and went to leave but stopped in the doorway to flash a final smile. “And Melanie?”

She looked at him, cautious, eyes scanning him relentlessly.

“It’s good to have you with us.”

With that, Sam left the conference room behind and returned to his office, hoping he could make quick work of some overdue reports that needed submitting.

Well, I have two patients in my care, and the world didn’t burst into flames.

Yet.


TWENTY

“Can someone please explain to me the appeal of these sites?” Darren squinted at the paper in his hands and read the status updates aloud. “‘Having sushi for dinner. Yum!’ ‘Boss is keeping me late at work. Grr.’ I mean, whose life is so important that we would be interested in this kind of detail?”

Denny chuckled. “I mean, I don’t know, I guess that’s the running joke.” He gave a shrug. “No one’s life is that important, but we’d all like to believe there’s a group of people out there who care about all those little details.”

Darren just looked back at the papers with a scowl. “I don’t even care about these kinds of details in my own life, let alone someone else’s.”

Eric chuckled, which drew Darren’s attention toward the far end of the plane. It appeared Eric found the interaction funny, if the lingering smile was any indication, but Melanie was switching between glaring at the team and looking at Eric with concern on her face.

“Light?” she asked quietly, almost in a whisper.

“Yellow,” was the seamless reply, equally quiet.

“Coffee?”

“Straight.”

“Deaf?”

“Maybe.”

“Snapback?”

“Single.”

“Candy?”

“Penny.”

Melanie nodded affirmatively and then went back to glaring, her eyes silently daring them to make her decipher the code. Darren was half-tempted to take her up on that dare, but he waited to see what Sam would do.

“Melanie, Eric, you know you can’t speak in code.” Sam still had a file open in his lap, but his gaze was fixated on the other end of the plane.

“Sorry, sir.” Eric bowed his head a bit, a guilty expression crossing his face.

Melanie looked Sam dead in the eye. “He’s not yellow. He’s green.”

Eric turned to her and, with a danger Darren did not often hear in his voice, growled his reply. “No, he really isn’t.”

“Eric and Melanie!” Sam barked, openly displeased.

Eric hung his head again, his anger fizzling out. “Yes, sir.”

Melanie expressed no regret, but she didn’t push her luck, either.

Sam leveled a serious but not quite angry stare at the duo. “Both of you, sit down here where I can keep an eye on you.”

Eric quickly slid down the sofa-like seat, stopping about a foot and a half away from Darren. “Yes, sir. Sorry, sir.”

Sam looked at Melanie expectantly.

Everyone looked at Melanie expectantly, though some were more discreet than others.

Melanie smirked. “No.” She pulled her feet up onto the seat and made herself comfortable. “I like it here.”

Sam looked at her for a moment, and then he nodded. He closed his file and got to his feet, perfectly calm as he ordered, “Everyone, move to this end, please.”

Melanie blew her hair out of her eyes, irritated at worst. “I’ll just move again.”

“No, you won’t.” Sam sat down next to her, waiting patiently for everyone else to make their way down.

Darren stayed where he was—he had been in the middle of the jet to begin with—and gave Eric’s arm a reassuring squeeze; a silent reminder that Sam was fair and kind and wasn’t going to hurt one of the very few friends Eric had.

“Melanie,” Sam said the word, one arm stretched across her middle and pushing her back into the seat she was trying to leave. “Do I need to get the handcuffs? Because I will.”

Melanie glared viciously but stopped trying to stand up, folding her arms over her chest.

Sam wasn’t satisfied. “Do I need to get handcuffs, Miss Melanie?” He stared her down, demanding a verbal response.

“No,” she snapped.

“Good.” Sam nodded his acceptance of the reply. “Now, if we could focus on the case, I’m certain Mary Campbell would appreciate it.”

Summer cleared her throat to break the layer of awkwardness that had formed over those who could only sit back and observe the battle of wills. “Right. Once we land, we’re going to meet with Sheriff John Fordham. They have been gathering the friends and family of all three victims, so we’ll need to interview them. They already processed the crime scene, but they left it otherwise untouched for us.”

Sam gestured to Denny before the last word left Summer’s lips. “You and Eric go to the last abduction site and see if anything points to his MO; Miller and Summer, interview the friends and family members; Darren, look into the women’s lives outside of social media. He could be locating them online but contacting them in some way that won’t show up on their pages.”

Darren nodded in response to the order, but he wasn’t really paying attention. He was analyzing Melanie—her body language and micro-expressions—and replaying the encoded exchange in his mind. Most of it still made no sense to him, but he thought he might have been piecing together part of it.

“Coffee?”

“Straight.”

Darren had a theory. He was almost positive Eric told Melanie that the team, namely Sam, was straightforward. Eric could have said ‘black,’ and as far as coffee went, it would have meant the same thing. Straight had other connotations—be straight with me, give it to me straight, straight up now tell me are you really gonna love me forever, and so on.

Sam was definitely straight coffee.

No sugar-coated words, no mixing in cream to disguise the bitter darkness. Only truth, regardless of how hard it was to swallow, and a clear set of standards and expectations. With Sam, the phrase ‘what you see is what you get’ had never been more accurate.

Unfortunately, Sam was too involved in the case to notice the way Melanie scrutinized him while he wasn’t looking, trying to figure out where her boundaries were. She wouldn’t know how straight Sam really was until she had claims to compare his actions with.

So, Darren lent a helping hand, because he was nice like that.

“What about you and Melanie?”

Sam gave Darren an odd look, confused but willing to answer. “Melanie and I are going to take a walk and discuss some things.” He frowned a bit, but he trusted Darren enough to cooperate without an explanation. “We’ll join you at the station when we’re done.”

Darren nodded, as if the question had actually been for him, and turned his attention to the window. Better brace yourself, Jacksonville. You’ve got a storm coming.

  *

Sam tacked the last picture on the evidence board and turned to check on Melanie. He found her clacking away on her keyboard, three monitors lined up in front of her, and he let himself relax a little.

Their talk had been brief, but Melanie appeared to get the message, and other than dirty looks and middle fingers she thought he couldn’t see, she wasn’t acting out.

“I don’t want to send you back to North Forest Hospital, Melanie, but I will. I will call them from right here in Jacksonville, and you will be back on a plane in the time it takes to write up the return order. If you want to fight me, do it at Denver after the case is closed.”

Sam wished he could give more leniency. He wished he could give her the same reassurance and understanding he gave Eric, but he couldn’t afford that. If Melanie caused any problems on the case, and those problems got reported and found their way back to North Forest Hospital, Sam could lose both of them. North Forest Hospital was looking for a reason to keep Sam away from consultants, and Sam wasn’t about to give them one.

Not to mention dealing with an abduction rather than a murder. Granted, Eric’s first case had been similar, but that served as more of an example than anything. Sam did not want a repeat of the Lee Ramey case.

“Denny called from the Campbell house.” Summer bustled into the room with an armful of files and stopped in front of the table. “They think the killer put up cameras. Some were placed to watch who was coming and going and when, but there were others in non-strategic places. One was in the bedroom.”

Sam looked at the board briefly and then back at Summer. “Voyeur?”

Summer held up a finger and wagged it a bit. “Jade asked the same thing, but Eric pointed out that no voyeur would kidnap the focus of their obsession.”

“It would take away the source of sexual release.” Sam began to nod, lips drawn into a thin line. “He must be getting something else from the videos. Melanie.” He was pleased to see her looking up responsively. “I want you to look into illegal video sites and see what you can find.”

“Got it.” Melanie looked back to her machines, fingers flying from key to key, eyes scanning a mess of code that looked like gibberish to Sam. “That’s gonna take a few minutes.”

“I understand.” Sam frowned at the tabletop, his mind briefly wandering to their secondary case. Melanie isn’t like Eric. She has field experience, so her behavior in this setting is learned. Investigating her while she worked could potentially give him insight into North Forest Hospital he couldn’t get from Eric. What sort of training do they give consultants before sending them into the field?

“Seriously, it’s gonna take a little time.”

Sam pulled himself from his thoughts and looked down the table to Melanie. “I really do understand. I’m just thinking.” He turned his attention to Summer then. “Do we have any other leads at all? Did the family give any helpful information?”

Summer let out a quiet sigh and shook her head. “Mary Campbell‘s boyfriend noticed some pictures were out of order, and that’s how we found the cameras, but other than that… it’s just the same thing we heard from the detective. Everything about the victims’ lives revolved around their social media presence—one of the victims used it to promote herself because she worked in real estate. She saw it as a job opportunity.”

Sam turned around to look at the evidence boards again, thinking perhaps he could rearrange the information and make something pop out as a result. He no doubt uses the cameras to get inside, but we still don’t know how he picks his victims, and we don’t know how he gets into the house to plant the first camera. Maybe…

“I was thinking—” Sam nearly jumped out of his skin, Summer shouted in surprise, and Darren continued as if there had been no reaction to him suddenly entering the room, “—about how he’s getting inside to plant that first camera, and I had a thought.”

Sam discreetly pressed a hand to his chest to soothe his pounding heart. “Well, are you going to share?”

“What if he’s some kind of salesman?” Darren had his hands in his pockets, elbows flapping a bit while he spoke; Sam was positive it was Darren’s arms trying to obey their Italian blood with his hands unavailable. “If he’s tech savvy enough for these mini cameras or video streaming, he’s tech savvy enough to make official-looking decals and business cards. He offers to demonstrate whatever it is he’s selling, and once he’s inside, all he has to do ask for a drink, and it’s guaranteed the victim will be out of the room for a couple minutes.”

Summer pursed her lips a bit. “Okay, but what would all three of these women be willing to hear a sales pitch on? And does this make his victimology random?”

Sam tilted his head a bit and considered the possibility. “It could be why there’s no physical similarities between the victims.”

“Hey, sir Sam!” Melanie waved him over without looking up from her screens. “I have something. Well, I have a couple somethings. First, I found one of the videos.”

Sam, Summer, and Darren had gathered around the computers while Melanie was speaking, and it was Darren who asked the question on everyone’s mind.

“If he posted it on the web, can’t you track that back to him?”

“Most of the time, yes.” Melanie drummed her fingers unhappily, and Sam made a mental note to get her fidget toys. “Most of the time, give me seventeen seconds, and I’ll have the network he’s using, the physical address of the modem, embarrassing yearbook pictures—whatever you need—and presto change-o, no more bad guy, but this bad guy is a creepy computer aficionado.” She turned around her chair a bit, trying to figure out who to look at. “You guys know what a proxy server is?”

Sam was fairly certain he did. “It’s an internet relay.”

“Bingo.” Melanie fired a finger gun at him, sound effects included, and then faced her beloved screens again. “Having two or three of these is more than enough, but this piece of work is using thirty-nine. He is bouncing off Russia, North Korea, China, the Ukraine, Uzbe—”

“Melanie,” Sam interrupted as gently as he could. “Can you track him back to Jacksonville?”

Melanie gave him a look. “Duh. I can do anything.” She bit her lip then, confidence fading. “But it isn’t a quick process, and I don’t know if we have that kind of time. I already have a couple programs running, but I don’t have the bandwidth I need to run many more. I mean, I can, but then everything will move a lot slower.”

Sam and Darren made eye contact, experiencing the same ‘eureka’ moment.

“He has to be selling some kind of internet service or computer hardware.” Sam nodded his head toward the computers. “He targets people who are very active on the internet, and to get in the house, he uses the appeal of a faster network.”

Melanie pursed her lips. “Yes. That would’ve gotten you in my house pretty quick. My internet sucked.”

Sam was curious to know more about her house—it occurred to him that he had never checked her file to see how old she was when she was admitted—but it wasn’t exactly a good time. He tucked the tidbit away for later.

“I’ll talk to Detective Fordham.” Summer pulled her phone from her pocket, already walking away from the group. “Maybe he can help us find companies to look into.”

Sam nodded his approval and looked back at the computers, pointing to the screen. “Melanie, play the video. We need to see what he posted.”

“Yeah, just lemme…”

Melanie clicked the appropriate button, and then they watched. Sam and Darren were, of course, paying attention to the killer. Melanie, on the other hand—

“Oh, please don’t hurt that doggie.” She chewed on her nails nervously and let out a huge sigh of relief when Bruno was sent outside. “Oh, good.”

Sam couldn’t help but smile a bit, though it quickly faded as he watched the killer walk up the steps.

“He acknowledges the camera,” Darren commented under his breath.

Sam squinted a bit as the video continued. “This one must be on his shirt or hat. He wants to be able to relive this from his own point of view.”

“Why does he want to relive a kidnapping?” Melanie whispered.

Sam wasn’t given time to answer, the killer grabbing Mary by the throat before he could even open his mouth.

Melanie screwed her eyes shut and turned her head. “Someone tell me when this is over. Please.”

Sam nodded absently, entirely focused on the murder and its execution. He’s not even trying to keep her alive. He came to kill, but why take the bodies? He has the foota—

“Someone?” Melanie asked.

Sam realized his mistake—her eyes are closed, of course she didn’t see me nod—just as Darren raised a hand to shield her face.

“Not quite yet,” Darren mumbled, just as focused as Sam had been. “Look at him. He’s tender with her. She means more to him dead than alive.” He dropped his hand and lightly nudged Melanie on the arm. “You can look now.”

Melanie blinked rapidly, shaken but unwilling to admit it, and she quickly wiped her eyes dry. She cleared her throat, shook her head, and slipped back into work mode.

“So, um, there’s something else kinda ginormous and bad.” Melanie pointed to the bottom left-hand corner of the screen. “See this line of code right here?”

Sam leaned on the table. “Yes.”

“It’s there because our Citizen of the Year set up a chat room. He streamed the video live.” Melanie bit her lip and looked up at Sam. “I’m not a Psychopaths Anonymous clerk, but I’m pretty sure that’s worse than posting it after the fact. Right?”

Darren snorted. “Right, kid.”

“He wants an audience,” Sam murmured.

But it was worse than that.

“He has fans. It’s a concert, and the main event is murder.”


TWENTY-ONE

Sam rubbed his eyes and turned away from the evidence boards, seeking out the nearby kitchen and, subsequently, coffee. He honestly didn’t know how long he had been awake, but he was certain if he didn’t get some sleep soon, he was going to start hallucinating. He could feel it.

“Sam!” Summer shouted across the room, storming up to him with Detective Fordham on her heels. “Someone leaked the information.”

Sam inwardly cursed. That is the last thing we needed.

“Someone at the press conference began asking about ‘facial symmetry,’” Fordham provided, clearly disgusted.

“It must have been one of your officers.” It slipped out before Sam could catch or phrase it in a more diplomatic way. Fighting with the local authorities is also the last thing we need. He opened his mouth to smooth out his accusation, but he was interrupted.

“Sam!” It was Denny, and he didn’t look happy. “He’s posting another video.”

Sam was across the room in a heartbeat, heading for Melanie’s computers. “What do we see? Come on, determining markers, what do we see?”

“Uh, one-story cottage,” Eric offered.

Fordham shook his head. “That could be anywhere.”

“Is there a number on the house?” Denny hovered on Melanie’s other side.

Summer shook her head. “It’s too fast. He’s already at the door.”

“You creepy little punk,” Melanie growled to herself. “He’s using twice as many proxy servers, and I didn’t have time to finish making the program I was gonna use to—”

“Melanie, is that the chatroom?” Miller sidled in next to Denny and pointed to the screen.

“Uh…” Melanie spared a brief glance at the monitor on her left. “Yes.”

“He’s completely changed his MO.” Denny shook his head, his next sentence overlapping with Eric’s. “It’s way too early, there’s too much light… what happened?”

Summer ran her hands through her hair, both exhausted and livid. “Someone asked the wrong question at the press conference.”

Eric began scratching at his arm. “He’s in the house.”

Miller looked at the screen with a pained expression. “Come on, turn around, just turn around.”

“She’s gotta have knives in that kitchen. Maybe she can fend him off.” That was what Denny said, but his voice didn’t relay any sense of hope.

Eric, ever the optimist, tried to offer a solution. “She has new appliances; can we track them through work orders?”

“It’s too late; he’ll be gone by then,” Darren answered.

Sam recognized the resigned look on Darren’s face, and he knew he was wearing the same one. Deep down, Sam knew the woman on the screen was as good as dead, but he still grasped at one last straw.

“Melanie, can you give us something?”

“I’m Stateside now.” There was a tremble in her voice. “I—I’m almost to Florida, I just need more time.”

Sam took one look at the tears in her eyes and knew it was pointless. “Melanie, you’re not gonna make it.” He tried to keep his voice soft.

“Yes, I will,” she insisted. “I—I will.”

Sam pushed aside any feelings he had regarding the situation and looked at the case with a cold, calculating eye. “Forget the killer. Can you run a trace on everybody in the chatroom?”

“I can’t do both, okay? Let me do this.”

“Melanie, tag the viewers.” Sam really hoped she would take his next words seriously. “That’s an order.”

Melanie wasted no more than a moment slamming her fist down on the desk, and then her fingers were flying again, she was simply looking at a different screen. It was all numbers and code, black windows with red text, but it made sense to the girl with five colors in her hair.

No one said a word when the unknown victim stopped breathing, but Melanie’s fingers didn’t slow down even a little bit. Several seconds later, the video was done, and still Melanie didn’t stop.

“Melanie.” Sam leaned down so he could speak directly into her ear, the move silently ordering everyone else to get on with their business. “What are you doing?”

“I tagged the viewers, but it’s not a thirty second process.” She blinked rapidly, not taking her eyes off the screen. “It takes time to do a sweep and figure out who is watching from where on what servers. If they’re smart, they’ll be using proxy servers like the killer, and that’s going to take some time to unravel, too.”

Sam put a hand on Melanie’s shoulder only to have it shrugged off.

“Get out of my space, suit.” She couldn’t get a single drop of genuine venom into her words.

Sam looked around, pleased to see the team gathered in front of the evidence board, and then he turned his attention back to Melanie. “Come on. We’re going to take a walk.”

“Not—not right now.” It was hard to sound angry when she tripped over her words.

“Melanie.” Sam put his hand back on her shoulder, and he didn’t let her shrug it off that time. “You need to take a walk with me right now.”

Melanie’s hands slowed to a stop over her keys, and then she simultaneously got to her feet and swept everything except the monitors themselves onto the floor. She stormed toward the exit, Sam following closely behind her. Summer could handle any apologies for the hardware damage done; he had a bit more complicated damage to attend to.

Sam followed Melanie into the warm evening air, and she turned on the spot as soon as the door swung shut. She glared at him with glassy eyes, and Sam felt his heart clench. She was trying so hard not to cry, trying so hard to be an angry rebel.

“I walked,” she hissed. “What do you want?”

“I want you to listen to me for a moment.” Sam began to walk, passing Melanie and moving down the sidewalk at a slow and easy pace. He knew there was a parking lot out behind the building, and it was about as secluded as he could get under the circumstances.

It took a few seconds, but Melanie eventually decided to follow him. She caught up and fell in step behind him, shoving her hands deep into her pockets.

“Melanie, how long would it have taken you to locate the killer if you had all your protocols in place?” His tone was neither judging not pitying, simply curious and self-assured.

Melanie didn’t say anything for a moment, her eyes glued to whatever happened to be on her left. “Three minutes, maybe. Can’t get much faster than that.”

“Three minutes to get a location, and based on the kill zone… a five-to-ten-minute drive to the victim’s house. Maybe a little more, maybe a little less.” Sam slowed to a stop, waiting until she turned around to continue. “If everyone on this team, yourself included, had done everything as well as it could possibly be done, that woman would still be dead. The killer was in and out in less than five minutes, and there is nothing we could have done to change that.”

Melanie bit her lip and looked down and to the right, cracking her knuckles while still keeping her hands hidden.

“Melanie, that is the job. We don’t win every time. We do our best, and sometimes that’s not enough, but that’s not our fault.” Sam stepped a little closer, leaving three feet of space between them. “Melanie, do you hear me?”

Melanie inhaled deeply, lips pressed together, eyes blinking rapidly. She kept looking at the darkness to her right, breathing deliberately and futilely trying to keep a lid on her emotions.

Sam sighed softly and closed the gap, his arms carefully finding their way around her body. She had rejected most physical contact since her arrival, so he kept his touch as light as possible, tightening the embrace only after he went unrejected.

“Melanie,” he whispered, cradling her head to his chest. “It’s okay to cry. I won’t tell anyone. I just need you to understand that this is not your fault. You couldn’t have prevented this. Specials have limits, too, and that’s okay. That’s what makes you human.”

Melanie broke.

Her shoulders began to shake as her arms found their way around his waist in uncoordinated reciprocation of his hug. She buried her face in the shoulder of his suit and began to cry, fingers curling through the back of his jacket as she held on for dear life.

Sam rubbed her back and stroked her hair, speaking softly. “It’s a tough job, and you didn’t get trained for it. You didn’t ask for it. You don’t have a say, and I understand that. I don’t expect you to handle this as well as my team.” He let one hand rest on her head while the other continued to rub her back. “I know you don’t believe me, and that’s fine—you have every right to your mistrust—but you are safe with my team. You really, truly are.”

Melanie didn’t say anything, but she didn’t have to. Just the fact that she was still in his arms, still crying openly, still allowing him to touch her was enough.

Sam wasn’t disillusioned. He knew he hadn’t gotten anywhere near Melanie’s heart, but he made progress. For her sake, and for Eric’s, he hoped that progress was enough.

  *

“Huddle up, homies, and meet Stan Rogers.”

Sam frowned, swallowing a litany of questions about Melanie’s health in favor of following more professional lines of inquiry. “That isn’t the ID we got from the company. This is definitely him?”

Melanie held up a finger. “Yes and no. Mr. Rogers got his identity stolen last year. From the picture the company gave us, I can tell you who our creep used to be, but the killer burned through Rogers‘ identity for two weeks and never looked back.” Her fingers flew across the keys as she spoke. “This… is Robert Johnson, three-time loser, arrested for possession of torture videos. He spent some time in a halfway house and then… poof.”

Sam frowned. “Do we have any idea at all where he went after that?”

“Nope.” Melanie chewed on her lip and flipped between windows. “I did find a blog of his online. Here’s a lovely quote, ‘next time you won’t be able to stop me.’”

Eric, who was hovering on the other side of Melanie, looked over her shoulder with eyes almost as tired and bloodshot as hers. “That’s his narcissism again. He was furious about getting caught; now he’s using that rage as an excuse to indulge the fantasies he’s always had.”

Sam folded his arms over his chest, one hand coming up to rest beneath his chin. “Melanie, is there a pattern to the identities he steals?”

“No, he’s super disciplined about it.” She shook her head, tucking a combination of blue, blonde, and purple behind her ear. “Most of the time, the trouble with tracking someone down is that they’re off the grid, but this guy is the total opposite. He’s all over the grid, okay? He is manipulating the grid; he has become one with the grid.” She shook her head. “He never stays in the same place for long, and he never uses the same identity twice. It’s driving me crazy.”

Crazy enough to work through the night without stopping? Because Sam was pretty sure that was what had happened, not that his four-hour nap left him much room to judge.

Sam sighed. “Okay, so, how are we going to find out who he is now?”

“I don’t think we are.” Melanie shook her head, pausing for a moment to look up at Sam. She was gauging his reaction, but Sam didn’t give her much to work with. “If he’s this flexible with his name—his real name—we’re not gonna be able to pin him down this way, but there’s another name he uses that I can track: his hacker handle.”

Eric tilted his head to the side, confused. “Wouldn’t he have hundreds of those, too?”

Sam waited to hear the answer, equally confused.

“Oh, most definitely, but you said he’s a narcissist, right?” Melanie looked at Eric for confirmation and continued once she got it. “He won’t be able to resist taking credit for what he’s doing, which means he’ll have to be able to identify himself to other hackers. Once I have his hacker name, the little bastard is mine.”

Sam looked at the screen, keeping the majority of his doubt to himself but still asking, “You’re sure you can catch him that way?”

Melanie gave him a reluctant sort of nod, bitterness creeping into her voice as she replied, “It’s how the government caught me.”

“Oh?” Sam leaned against the table and crossed his arms over his chest. “So, you didn’t grow up in it like Eric did.”

Melanie offered a slight nod and opened her mouth as if to speak, but she cut herself off and pointed to one of the windows on her screen. “Um, so, yeah. If you can get the killers’ online name from one of the chat room sickos you arrested this morning… that would be awesome.”

“Darren, Denny, and Miller are handling that right now. Eric, can you let them know about the need to know the hacker handle?”

Eric gave an enthusiastic thumbs up and bounded from the room, smiling to himself. Somewhere in the back of Sam’s mind, he made a mental note to spend some one-on-one time with Eric; the last thing either of them needed was Eric acting out because he felt replaced or ignored or unwanted.

“I, uh, I don’t have anything else for you right now.” Melanie chuckled, but there was a nervousness behind it that had shadowed most of her actions on the case. “I’m good, but I’m not that good.”

“You seem to have this mentality of me expecting you to pull answers from thin air. Eric doesn’t have that.” Sam inclined his head a bit, seeking Melanie’s eyes. “Did you work with a team like that?”

Melanie shrugged her shoulders. “Most teams are like that. I dunno, like, a sixty-forty split.” She shrugged again, typing slower but never fully letting the computers rest. “Eric never worked in the field. He still had to give answers in a ridiculously short time span, but it wasn’t as… breath-down-your-neck-y as it is in the field.”

Sam pursed his lips a bit and nodded his head, considering the scenarios before figuring out how to continue. “Well, if you haven’t already figured it out, you don’t have to worry about that from this team.”

Melanie gave a noncommittal hum and kept her eyes on her screens.

“So, were you arrested for a crime and then admitted to North Forest Hospital, or did North Forest Hospital target you independently?” Sam asked, a curious tone slipping into his voice.

“Crime.” Her lips twisted into a scowl, and she spared him a brief glance. “If you can call it that. Westfield Cosmetics tests on animals. I was just trying to help.”

Sam smiled lightly. “That may be so, but testing on animals isn’t illegal.”

“So?” she snapped, eyes flickering over to him before zeroing in on her screen again. “Neither is locking Eric up because he’s got a high IQ, but according to you, that’s not a good enough reason for it to be happening.”

Sam frowned and nodded his head in a sideways manner. “Hmm… you do have a point there.” He looked at her, watching her expression carefully to see how she would take his admission of wrongdoing.

“Of course I do.” Melanie kept her expression guarded, but Sam could still see some surprise and hesitant trust in her eyes. “Not that it matters. Westfield Cosmetics still tests on animals, and Eric is still property of North Forest Hospital.”

“For now,” Sam added, deciding he wanted to end the interaction on a more positive note. “We’ll see how things progress. For now, let’s focus on getting Mr. One With The Grid.” He offered her a faint smile and pushed off the table. “I’m going to get myself a coffee. Can I get you something?”

Melanie looked at him like he was a rattlesnake, but after a long moment of silence, she replied with a simple, “Coke would be great.”

“Just regular?” Sam asked, already moving toward the exit.

Melanie gave him a nod and, after a moment, a very small smile. “Thanks, sir Sam.”

“You’re welcome, lady Melanie.” Sam gave her another smile of his own and left the room behind, hoping he had built enough rapport for them to get the information that they needed before it was time to send Melanie home.


TWENTY-TWO

The case was solved in record time, the kidnapper found when Melanie tracked his activities to an IP address in the nearby town of Lake City. In a rare happy ending, all three of his victims were found alive, kept in cells in his basement. The team celebrated the win on the plane, but that was the day before. Now, it was time to get busy on what was really important while they had Melanie available.

“So… what is this, exactly?”

Jade kicked her shoes off and pulled her feet up onto the chair, crossing her legs. “Me and the rest of the team are conducting an independent investigation of sorts, and I just need to see if you can clear up some questions we have about Eric’s time with North Forest Hospital.”

Melanie gave her a suspicious frown, tugging on a strand of hot pink hair as she looked Jade up and down. “What kind of questions?”

Jade opened the folder on the table between them, tucking her own hair behind her ear as she looked it over, trying to keep the setting as casual as possible. “Uhh, let me see… here, this is the biggest one. Eric gave us a list of his ward mates, and we’ve been looking at the last five years in particular, and there’s a weird gap for two years that we can’t explain. You were with Eric right before and right after that gap.”

Melanie let out a heavy sigh and crossed her arms over her chest, letting her eyes wander over the kitchen area and room—she looked anywhere, really, as long as it wasn’t Jade’s face. “That’s…” Her expression shifted for a moment, face scrunching up with something like pain, and then she made eye contact. “If I don’t talk, you’ll just ask him, won’t you?”

Jade licked her lips and considered the question. “Well, there’s some things we already asked him about… so I doubt we’ll ask again, but… yes. We don’t want to get him too heavily involved, but we’re investigating something very important.” She spread her hands a bit in a gesture of openness. “We’ll do what we have to.”

“Yeah?” Melanie snorted and looked away again, but she was quicker to bring her gaze back that time around. “What’s so fascinating about North Forest Hospital?”

Jade gave her a sad smile and a completely honest answer. “If I tell you, you’ll think it’s some kind of trick to get you to like me.” She shrugged a bit. “And I wouldn’t blame you, but it also wouldn’t get us anywhere.”

Melanie pursed her lips and tilted her head, tugging on a lime green strand as she hummed thoughtfully. She appeared to struggle with the idea for a while, her gaze flickering from Jade to the floor to the ceiling and back again.

“You know he was… not okay after what happened, right?”

Jade pointed to the papers. “This says he was at North Forest Hospital Sanitarium for four months. That was right before you were returned to his ward… before that, you didn’t work any cases for two and a half years.”

“I won’t talk about that.” Melanie spat out the words before the last syllable could leave Jade’s lips, the response seeming entirely instinctual. “Not me, not what I did. You can request files if you want that, and Eric doesn’t know anything, so don’t ask him.” She blew her hair out of her eyes, calming down surprisingly quickly.

I’ve seen that before. Then again, Eric had similar temper flares, so she probably recognized it from the time she spent observing him. No, that’s not right.

“I was transferred out, and somebody else took my place on that ward for a while.” Melanie didn’t look at Jade while she spoke, but there wasn’t anything dishonest in her voice or body language.

Just sadness. Tangible grief weighing down her shoulders.

“Eric didn’t tell us ab—”

“He doesn’t remember.” Melanie bit her lip and paused, again showing more emotion than secrecy. “Her name was Gina. If…” She looked around for a moment and then grabbed a salt shaker. “If this is Eric, then this,” she put the pepper next to the salt, “was Gina, and these,” she tapped the table with her fingers, the four points making a square, “were the other two consultants on the ward.”

Jade furrowed her brow and leaned forward a bit, resting her arms on her files and giving Melanie her full attention. “Okay. Got it.”

“Gina and Eric talked all the time—and no, I won’t tell you how they got around the no-talking rule—and after about three weeks, they fell in love.” Melanie shrugged, a weak smile pulling at the corner of her mouth, eyes misting over. “Stupid. Cliche, but one hundred percent true.” She blinked a few times and sniffed. “But Gina was depressed… among other things…”

Jade watched as Melanie fought with herself, her hand cautiously sliding across the table. She left it where Melanie could grab or ignore of her own volition, and she continued to listen in silence.

“It, um… she just finished… working a case, and… I don’t know. Maybe it was a really bad one. They never told us.” Melanie shrugged, but her eyes weren’t as quick to dismiss the pain. “She had a mirror. Broke it. Cut her wrists.” She shrugged again, but her lip was wobbling. “Eric, uh, he—he just didn’t—I don’t know if he saw it happen, like, like if she cut herself in front of him or—”

“Melanie,” Jade prodded gently, brow creasing. “What happened?”

“Eric lost it.” Melanie’s voice cracked with admission. “He completely lost it, and after his meltdown… he forgot all about her. He remembers the rest of those two years.” Her shoulders shuddered with a barely repressed sob. “He remembers stuff he did, books he read… if he talked to the other ward mates or bumped into someone in the library… it’s all there, but he has no memory of Gina even existing, let alone what she meant to him.”

Jade got up and took a few steps toward a nearby desk, grabbing some tissues and returning to the table. “That’s why Eric was sent to the sanitarium, and that’s why you don’t want us to ask him about it. If we try and get him to recall what happened during those two years… it could have serious consequences for his mental state.”

Melanie took one of the tissues and dabbed her eyes, still trying to make it seem like the crying was minimal. “It was a bad couple of years. After Gina, there was a domino effect, and it just… some of them… it was just a bad couple of years.” She shook her head a few times and then fell silent, letting out a sigh that dragged her shoulders as low as Jade had seen them go.

“Melanie, did you ever talk to anyone about this? Does North Forest Hospital offer any kind of therapy?”

Melanie scoffed, folding her arms over her stomach in a gesture that was more cornered than defensive. “No. If you talk about stuff like this, you just get drugged.” She looked at Jade briefly, a silent question in her eyes.

“We’re working on getting Eric off some of those medications.” Jade smiled tightly, nodding toward his room. “We got him off the Dexedrine, and he’s almost off the Prozac.”

Melanie’s face lit up, and despite her lacking Eric’s under-developed emotional state, she still had a childlike hope in her eyes when she asked, “Really?”

Jade nodded, her smile growing softer, more genuine. “Yeah. We have an independent psychiatrist. He’s very good.” She cleared her throat. “Um, I could talk to Sam. If we can keep you on this team with us, like we did Eric, Dr. Raymonds could see you, too. I’m sure you’re on things you don’t need to be on.”

Melanie looked at Jade for a long moment, and Jade knew that look. She had worn it several times herself—that was what happened when you pretended to be someone you weren’t, when you were bound by the expectations of the class you were born into—and it made her chest ache. It was the look of being seen for the first time. It was the kind of cautiously hopeful yet blown-away-with-wonder look that took over your features when someone knew you were a liar and a fake… and instead of turning the other way, they wanted to get to know whoever it was you were fighting so hard to hide.

“Um…” Melanie sniffed, drumming her fingers on the table and then setting her hand close to Jade’s, though she never made contact. “I can answer more questions, if you have ‘em.”

Jade shrugged. “If you want to take a break, we can. Summer said she was going to look for another technical-electronic-computer-related case, and even if she can’t find one right away, we’re telling North Forest Hospital we need you to help us complete the reports. You’ll be staying with Detective Darren tonight.” Jade lowered her voice and leaned forward. “He’s got a freakin’ house.”

Melanie blinked in surprise and then chuckled a little, almost like a giggle. She blew her nose and crumpled the tissue in her fist, giving Jade a small smile. “So, are you gonna tell me what the manipulative-sounding part of all this is?”

Jade expressed surprise for a moment, but she quickly eased her expression into a smile. “Uh, sure.” She leaned back in her chair, stretching her arms over her head. “We noticed some… odd things about Eric… his behavior, his medications, his files, how North Forest Hospital was… managing things involving him.” She constructed the sentence as carefully as she could. “It was Sam who first put it together, actually.”

To her surprise, Melanie offered a slight nod. “He’s good at reading people. He’s…” She bit her tongue, looked at Jade, and then looked away. “Wanna know the code?”

Jade took a moment to process the question, but she thought back to the talk on the plane and immediately nodded. “Yeah. That’s been bugging me for days—though, you should know, Darren is pretty sure he figured the coffee part out.”

Melanie gave a little smile. “Color was first, and there are four answers to that. Green, yellow, red, and black. It works just like a traffic light, and black is if you don’t know. It gives you an idea of how much someone will allow. If they’re red, you’re not going to get away with anything, and you’ll probably get in trouble for things you can’t control. If they’re yellow, you won’t be able to get away with anything, but they aren’t unreasonable. Green people are pushovers.”

Jade whistled lowly. “Man, I can’t believe you called Sam a pushover.”

Melanie bit her lip nervously. “Don’t tell him?”

Jade chuckled. “Tell him what?”

Melanie didn’t quite laugh, but she did smile and shake her head. “Well, one of the other things I asked was what kind of candy you guys are. He said penny, as in penny candy. So, you’re traditional. You might not be open to the idea of consultants like us, but in a ‘don’t ask, don’t tell’ kind of way, if we don’t try and use our brains to get into trouble, you’re going to treat us with a certain level of respect just because we’re human beings.”

“Unconditional Positive Regard,” Jade replied, nodding understandingly. “It’s the belief that human beings have a right to be loved simply because they are human beings. You don’t have to accept or even like them, but you acknowledge they are human and that means they have a right to love, no matter what they’ve done or do or will do.” That was a very loose definition, but she wasn’t about to give a dissertation.

Melanie nodded enthusiastically. “Yeah, that’s it exactly. So, when you said sir Sam is the one who noticed something was wrong… that makes sense to me, because someone with what the code defines as a traditional way of thinking is going to look at what they expect from ‘normal’ people and make judgements from that. Sometimes, that’s not so great, because some abnormal things aren’t so bad, but in other ways… penny candy people are the only ones who stop and say, ‘Um, this shouldn’t be happening because it just shouldn’t.’ And they don’t need any other reason to justify their point of view.”

Jade felt herself growing more excited as the talk continued. Not only was she getting information, but Melanie appeared to be opening up to her, and—to be perfectly honest—the communication technique was a fascinating way to get around such strict limitations on speech.

“So, what other—?”

“Melanie.”

Both women turned to look at Eric, who had come up to the table rather suddenly. His arms were wrapped around himself, gripping the sleeves of the dark purple button down he had left hanging open, and his eyes were wide and glassy.

“Eric, what’s wrong?” Melanie got to her feet so fast she almost knocked her chair over. “Eric? Hey, what’s wrong?”

Eric stammered for a moment, lips wobbling as he fought not to cry. “Is it—is it true? Is Donny gone?”

Melanie froze, a look of shock and horror passing over her face. “Eric…” She shook her head a few times. “I mean, I haven’t seen him, but no one—”

Eric choked out a sob and pressed a fist to his lips, hanging his head so his hair hid his face. “He’s gone. He’s gone, Melanie. I saw the papers.”

Jade slowly got to her feet, watching as Melanie wrapped Eric in a tight hug, the latter dissolving into hysterics. She reached out and put a hand on each of their backs, ignoring the jumps she caused and gently rubbing in an attempt to offer comfort.

“Hey, what’s wrong with Whiz Kid?”

Jade turned her head to see Denny leaving Sam’s office, the majority of the team not far behind him; they had been trying to figure out their next move, but whether it was tears or time that adjourned the meeting, they were all coming toward the trio.

“I don’t know,” Jade replied. “Something about Donny?”

Summer frowned, coming around to standing on Eric’s other side. “Yeah, they just sent the files, like, an hour before we landed. What’s wrong with them?”

Eric gripped the sides of his head and suddenly shouted, “He’s gone!” as if that explained everything.

Melanie hugged Eric tight, running a hand through his hair. “It’s okay, Eric. Everything’s gonna be okay.”

Sam grabbed a chair and placed it behind Eric, urging him to sit down while Summer copied his move and pushed Melanie’s chair closer to her.

“Melanie, do you know why Eric is so upset?” Sam prodded, his tone serious but not unkind. “Is there something we need to know?”

Melanie bit her lip as she sat, holding onto Eric’s hands and watching him with pain in her eyes. “Donny… did his file say… did they retire him?”

Eric let out another sob at the question, already nodding.

Summer blinked. “Um, yes, we were told they took him out of the field.”

Melanie looked at Summer for a moment, then at Sam, and finally at Jade. She stared with eyes screaming of vulnerability, her body practically shrinking as she peered up at the detective she had been so willing to talk to just moments earlier.

“Did you really mean what you said?” she whispered.

Jade frowned, confused. “I didn’t lie about anything, if that’s what you’re asking.”

“Are you really investigating North Forest Hospital because… you think they’re… doing something bad? Maybe… maybe to patients?” Melanie’s hands were shaking, and it was the sudden reappearance of halting sentences that triggered Jade’s memory.

Sam said Eric’s body language and speech patterns changed as soon as he was asked about secret assignments. Whatever is making them so upset, they’re under strict orders not to talk about it.

So, Jade gave an encouraging smile and a nod. “Melanie, if it’s something you’re not supposed to talk about, it’s still okay.” She gestured to the space around them. “There’s nobody here, just us.” Meaning the mole was also out of the building, which was good because she had no idea how the next several minutes were going to play out.

Melanie continued to hold Eric’s hands, toying with them and occasionally reaching up to stroke his hair or adjust his shirt, clearly needing something to fiddle with. “Retired… doesn’t mean retired.”

Jade didn’t like the sound of that.

“Retired means… put down.”

With that, Eric began sobbing, no longer able to keep himself together. He tore his hands away from Melanie and buried his face in them, doubling over in his chair and wailing loudly.

“Eric,” Summer began, crouching on the floor beside him and giving his shoulder a shake. “Eric, talk to me.”

Denny reached out, too, placing a hand on Eric’s shoulder and giving it a squeeze. “Come on, whiz kid. You know it’s safe to tell us. Was it just unexpected? Kinda caught you off guard?”

Eric shook his head frantically. “No, no, no…”

“Melanie,” Darren began, moving a little closer to where Jade was standing. “How often do consultants retire?”

Melanie thought about it for a moment, dashing her tears away and trying to look more put together than she was. “Um… I don’t know, maybe… a couple times a year?”

Darren nodded grimly. “But this past month… there’s been more. Right?”

Melanie squinted at him, swallowed hard, and then nodded. “Um, yeah.”

“Was one of them named Cindy?” Sam spoke calmly, but Jade could tell from his body language that it took everything in him not to gather the two consultants into his arms and never let go. “We don’t know her last name.”

“Cindy, too?” Eric squeaked, another cry coming up his throat. “But—”

“She’s alive,” Sam quickly assured. “She was found in the back of the shipment truck still alive; right now, she’s in the wind. We have no idea where she is, and we’re going to let it stay that way for the foreseeable future.”

Melanie heaved a sigh of relief, and while Eric appeared to stop crying for a brief moment, it didn’t last. He was soon sobbing in full swing, as if there had never been a break at all, and they were still no closer to knowing the exact source of his distress.

“Did you have a fight with him before you left?” Summer asked softly. “Something you wanted to tell him, and you didn’t get the chance?”

Eric shook himself violently. “It’s my fault,” he wailed. “It’s my fault!”

Denny rubbed his shoulders. “Whiz kid, what are you talking about?”

“Donny’s dead, and it’s all my fault!” Eric repeated himself, as if that would make things clearer, and then he was sobbing again and mumbling under his breath.

“Eric…” Summer shook her head, speaking with as much sincerity as she could muster—and for Summer, that was a lot. “It was not your fault.”

“Yes, it was!” Eric pulled his legs up onto the chair with him, trembling and shaking. “I was the one who—who told them, it was—it’s my fault, oh God, please forgive me, I’m so sorry, it’s all my fault…”

“Come on, man.” Denny pulled on one of Eric’s arms while Sam moved to get the other. “Come on, you’ve been doing really good. You haven’t been acting like this at all lately.”

“Take a deep breath, Eric,” Sam ordered. “Take a deep breath, and after you’re calm, tell us what you mean.”

Eric only continued to shake his head, pulling against the hands keeping him from tearing at his own skin. He dropped his feet back to the floor and squirmed, but there wasn’t a lot of fight behind the movements, and in less than ten seconds he was simply sitting there, hanging his head and crying quietly.

“Eric… it’s okay.” Summer rubbed his leg, squeezing his knee. “No matter what happened, no matter what you did, it’s going to be okay.”

Eric sucked air down and looked up at Sam, tears and snot smeared across his face. “I’m so sorry, Mr. Prichard.”

Jade turned in a quick circle and grabbed the tissue box from the table, holding it out for Sam to take from, which he did.

“Shh, it’s okay.” Sam wiped Eric’s face and leaned down, looking him in the eye. “Eric, it’s okay. I promise.”

Eric clenched his teeth, fresh tears welling up in his eyes, but he didn’t let himself look away. “I—I did a bad thing, Mr. Prichard. I did a really bad thing.”

“I believe you, but that doesn’t mean things won’t be okay.” Sam grabbed another tissue and held it out, glancing at Denny to indicate he could let the other hand go.

Eric blew his nose and tossed the paper aside thoughtlessly. “I… I told them about Donny.” He hiccupped, and as Sam opened his mouth to question further, Eric shrank in on himself and blurted out the rest. “I told North Forest Hospital you were investigating Donny.”


TWENTY-THREE

Silence.

Jade looked around at her teammates, hoping someone would have a better handle on the situation than her, but they were all expressing equal levels of shock and confusion. Even Melanie’s face was twisted up with bewilderment; she hadn’t known about him reporting to North Forest Hospital, either.

Sam—God bless Sam, his patience, and his unnaturally large heart—moved so he was right in front of Eric and knelt down. He pushed away Summer’s and Melanie’s hands, albeit gently, and took Eric by the elbows. He kept Eric’s arms at his sides, allowing the distraught kid to grab onto Sam’s forearms in a similar fashion, and when he spoke, it was the perfect blend of concern, warmth, seriousness, and love.

“Eric, I want you to tell me what you’ve been doing. Start at the beginning and walk me through; help me understand why you did what you did.” Sam squeezed Eric’s arms. “I’m not angry with you, Eric.” He looked around. “Is anyone on this team angry with him?”

“No way.” Summer was the first to reply.

She was partly overlapped by Denny, who said, “Just worried, whiz kid; you’re scaring me.”

Jade added, “No, not at all.”

Darren said, “Not a chance.”

Sam squeezed Eric’s arms again. “No one is angry.”

Eric bit his lip hard. “You should be.” He whimpered. “You’re gonna hate me.”

“I swear to you, Eric, we will not hate you. Even if what you have to say does make us angry, we will not hate you. Look at me.” Sam let go of Eric’s arm long enough to gently turn his head. “I could never hate you. Do you understand? Never.”

Eric shuddered through a quiet sob and screwed his eyes shut. “I told you I didn’t want to be alone.” It took everyone a moment to return to Eric’s first night at Windlass. “I knew this was gonna happen.”

“We shouldn’t have done that,” Sam said softly. “What happened while we were gone?”

“Got a letter. One of the people who dropped me off left it under the desk over there.” Eric pointed without looking up, face awash with shame and fear. “North Forest Hospital said if you showed any interest in investigating them, I had to keep them updated.” He sniffed hard, scratching Sam’s sleeve but clearly not getting the relief he did from scratching himself. “It didn’t look like it would be a problem at first, but then… but then you kept me, and… I didn’t want to go back, and even if I did, I wasn’t allowed—not until you lost interest—and I…”

Darren cleared his throat softly. “Is that why your fear of being left alone dropped off after those first couple days?”

Eric nodded miserably. “Once I got the orders… it didn’t matter anymore. I knew what I had to do, and nobody else saw me get the orders… so that night, at Summer’s house, I called them to confirm I got the letter. It took less than thirty seconds… and Summer was sound asleep.” He looked at Summer for a brief moment, and then he looked at Sam and hung his head again. “I’m sorry. I’m so sorry, please forgive me. I’m so, so sorry.”

“Shh.” Sam squeezed his arms and began rubbing the limbs, applying pressure in what Jade assumed was an attempt to offer the same comfort of scratching without all the damage. “I forgive you, Eric. I just want to know what happened, that’s all.”

Summer managed a smile. “I couldn’t hold a grudge against you even if I wanted to, Eric.”

Eric hiccupped, shrinking into himself a bit as if to hide from their words—anger was something he was familiar with, but forgiveness was a strange and foreign idea to him.

He was afraid, Jade realized. More than anything else, he was afraid.

“Um, a-after… after I fought with you—uh, with Mr. Prichard about Lee Ramey… I walked to the house to… to work with Summer.” He sniffed.

“I remember,” Sam encouraged, still rubbing his arms.

“Well, I—I stole some money from an officer’s wallet before I left…” He drooped under the weight of another rush of guilt. “…I went to a store and got change, found a payphone… and I called them to update.”

Jade kept her outer expression masked, but inside, she was caught somewhere between cursing and wincing sympathetically. Eric was raw and upset, they needled information out of him, and found out his behavior was poor. They thought setting him off in the field would keep causing problems until we got sick of him and gave up, so they pushed the Landsdown suicide case into our path. They traded one trigger for another, trying to press every button Eric had so he would burn out and the team would understand how necessary the medications and strict behavior control was.

“Is that why you were panicking when you got there, Eric?” Denny asked softly, rubbing Eric’s shoulders again. “You didn’t want to talk to them?”

Eric looked up at him, bottom lip wobbling. “It was both. I—I was upset because of the call, but I didn’t want you to send me back. I didn’t want to go back, and I…” He choked out a few more sobs and dropped his head. “I’m sorry.”

Denny squeezed his shoulders again. “Don’t, kid. Not to me, okay?”

Eric nodded weakly, and Sam waited a moment before gently instigating the talk again. “So, you called them during the Ramey case. What happened next?”

“I… I couldn’t call them again until I was waiting in your office the morning after we got back from the case. I told them… I told them I was pretty sure you were going to send me back.”

Sam nodded understandingly. “Is that why they were so upset when I tried to get files from them instead?”

Eric offered a faint nod.

“Did they hurt you because of that?”

Eric shook his head. “I got yelled at. That’s all.” He sniffed, gripped Sam’s arms, and sniffed again. “It wasn’t… wasn’t hard to figure out you and Detective Darren were taking a close look at my files. I got left alone enough that I could update them on that. I got kept back for the next case… and they were happy about that. I… I didn’t tell them that you said I could stay permanently. I… I still haven’t. I’m too scared.”

“That’s okay, Eric.” Summer reached out to squeeze his arm before backing off again. “You don’t have to tell them.”

Eric looked at her, his face twisting up for a moment like he was going to cry again, and then he got back to his explanation. “I was really… I thought I was okay, but… but then the suicide case, and I… there was just so much in my head…”

“You think the stress triggered the depressive episode?” Sam questioned softly. “That’s understandable. You were under a lot of pressure, and you were being emotionally exhausted every day.”

Eric trembled but nodded his head. “Once I told them I was seeing an independent psychiatrist… they kinda… I don’t know, it got more…” He struggled with his words, a few fresh tears rolling down his cheeks. “It was more important. It was…”

“They panicked,” Jade provided, giving him a small smile. “They panicked because they realized you have a family that cares about you, a family that is never going to let you go.”

Eric looked at her with wide eyes, fresh tears welling up. “Even though I—”

“Even though.” Everyone in the team replied, not letting him finish.

Sam squeezed Eric’s arms and gave him a small smile, allowing warmth to overshadow his concern for the first time since the talk began. “You aren’t going anywhere, Eric.”

Eric hiccupped and reached toward Jade’s tissue box. “You—you mean it?” He grabbed a tissue and pressed it to his nose, blowing hard.

Sam nodded deliberately. “I mean it.”

Eric struggled with himself for a moment, but then he latched onto Sam’s arms and continued. “I didn’t… I couldn’t figure out where you were getting the files from… where you got your timeline from, but I knew it was accurate. It wasn’t until I overheard you talking to Detective Darren on the jet that I knew how close you were getting… so that night when… when I was at the hotel…” His face twisted up, but he only had enough tears left to make his eyes glassy. “I told them… that you were going to look into Donny’s files. I figured they would just… just send the redacted ones, I didn’t know—I thought—”

“Hey,” Sam interrupted softly, shaking his head. “This is not your fault, Eric. They are the ones abusing their power. It doesn’t matter what they use to justify that abuse, it’s still their fault. You are not responsible for Donny’s death any more than we were responsible for any of our suspects’ actions.”

Eric blinked a few times and frowned, confused. “You mean that?”

Sam nodded. “I absolutely do.” He let go of Eric’s hand and reached up to cup his face, thumbing his tears away.

Jade averted her eyes, feeling that she was interrupting something private; she had never seen Sam so overtly gentle with anyone. Not even victims got that kind of treatment, and while she suspected Kenzie and Bo had been on the receiving end of it more than once, Jade had never actually witnessed it.

“I made a bad call, and so did you, but our mistakes don’t make us responsible for other people’s evil. They’re the bad guys, Eric. It’s their fault, not ours.”

Eric leaned into Sam’s hand, and as Jade watched, it became so painfully apparent how touch-starved Eric was. Logically, she knew he had been isolated for the half of his life when he did the most developing, but actually seeing it—seeing the way his head tilted, the way it made him relax almost immediately, the crease in his brow that broadcasted his inner struggle over whether or not to seek more—was different. Eric just wanted to be held—he just wanted to be loved for goodness’ sake—and if that wasn’t the most heart-wrenching thing Jade had ever seen, it irrefutably took a close second.

“Did you talk to them again, Eric? Or was that the last time you called them?”

Eric shook his head. “No, I… I called them again. I told them what little I could figure out about the new liaison. They asked why Jill left, but I didn’t know. I… I didn’t know about the truck driver finding Cindy, so they didn’t hear about that unless it was from someone else. I would’ve—I would’ve figured out what was—” He took a deep breath, letting Sam rub his arms as he exhaled himself in to a state of calm—relatively speaking.

“Take your time, whiz kid.”

Eric swallowed hard. “Um, I knew you were looking for a mole, but… I didn’t tell them that, either. I was afraid… I was afraid of what they would do if they thought you were on to me.” He blinked rapidly, swallowed again, and held Sam’s arms tightly. “Um, I told them there was a big meeting, and I told them who was there, but I didn’t know anything about what you guys talked about. I found out the next day that you were gonna bring in Melanie and… it got harder to call them after that.”

Eric sniffed hard and looked over Sam’s head at Melanie, prompting Jade to do the same. Melanie was biting down on her lip, tears rolling down her cheeks despite her lack of audible sobs, both hands clutching each other on her lap.

“I know—I know you always taught me not to—not to let them talk me into something that—that went against my morals or beliefs, but Melanie—” Eric’s voice cracked and he shook his head, his eyes scraping together enough saline to push a tear down his cheek. “Melanie, they were gonna let my mom come and live with me.”

Jade felt a knife going through her sternum, remembering all-too-vividly the desperation Eric had for a single phone call; from the moment they met him, all he wanted was his mother. It was the most childish thing about him, and yet, it got swept under the whirlwind of casework, and conspiracies, and complications, and medications, and meltdowns, and mysteries.

How could they have missed something so blatantly obvious?

Of course North Forest Hospital would use Eric’s mother to trick him.

And they should have protected him from that, and Jade was furious with herself.

Eric rushed on, desperate to find favor in Melanie’s eyes. “I know—I know it wasn’t right, but I—I haven’t seen her in so long, I—I was gonna see her, Melanie, in person, and I just—it’s been so, so long, Melanie, I just—I just—I just wanna see my mom, Melanie.” His shoulders shuddered as he struggled through the end of his explanation. “I just want my mom.”

Melanie quickly got out of her chair and crossed the short distance between them, wrapping her arms around both him and the chair he was on. “Oh, baby, it’s okay. Eric, you could have told me. I would do anything to see my mom one more time, so there is nothing in me that would be disappointed or angry with you. She’s your mom, Eric. It’s normal.”

Summer slowly joined Melanie, also wrapping her arms around him. “It’s completely normal.”

Sam couldn’t hug from where he was, but he never let go, and Denny shifted from a shoulder rub to arms wrapped around Eric’s shoulder. Jade and Darren both stepped forward, nearly running into each other as they approached the side of the chair that wasn’t taken. Eric didn’t have any tears left, but he shuddered in their arms, practically melting into the comfort they were offering.

“It’s gonna be okay, kid,” Darren said.

“We’re not angry,” Sam assured.

“We got you, whiz kid,” Denny murmured.

“We’re gonna figure this out, Eric,” Summer whispered.

“And I won’t let anything bad happen to you,” Melanie added.

Jade didn’t say a word. She didn’t have to, because that was the understanding they had always had. She didn’t wear false faces with Eric—it was one of the things that made him so dear to her—and she couldn’t think of any words to say, so she said nothing.

Because there were no words for the rage—the fury, the blinding red—rushing through her veins. It was the kind of anger that kept up until it saw a result, the kind of anger that could only be alleviated or explained with actions, the kind of utter lividity that could make government subdivisions quake.

Because it was no longer a question of whether or not North Forest Hospital was going to be dismantled; it was a question of whether or not Jade Miller would have to tear out every single rivet with her bare hands—and she would.

If it came down to it, she would, and she wouldn’t regret a thing.


TWENTY-FOUR

Darren was an entertainer. Maybe it was in his blood, maybe it was all the times he spent helping his mom prepare family get-togethers and special occasions, or maybe he just really liked cooking, but, for whatever reason, Darren was and always would be an entertainer.

That said, when the Windlass team arrived at his house, Darren was quick to serve drinks and throw together some appetizers, never mind the fact that it was two in the morning and they had just returned from a case.

“Okay.” Sam leaned back in his chair and sipped his hot tea. “Eric, explain North Forest Hospital to us. Nothing is forbidden, assume we know nothing, and start from the beginning. Melanie, if you have any input, I would appreciate hearing it.”

Melanie gave a small nod, sitting next to Eric on the sofa, hovering by his right shoulder like a guardian angel.

Eric nodded, too, and took a look around the room. He began at Denny, who was directly to the left, and moved his eyes clockwise across Jade, Sam, Summer, Darren, and Melanie. His eyes darted back down and fixated on the floor—as they had for the majority of the time since the incident in the room—his face swollen and red from the excessive crying.

“Um… North Forest Hospital is an organization that uses consultants for jobs. Most of the time, you work with different subdivisions of the government, but you can be loaned out to other divisions, too. CIA, NCIS, NSA…” Eric shrugged and rolled his hand a bit, indicating the list went on. “Sometimes, you, uh… do other things… um…” He pulled his feet up onto the sofa and wrapped his arms around his knees. “Sorry. This is hard.”

“It’s alright, whiz kid.” Denny nudged Eric’s shoulder. “Take your time.”

Eric nodded weakly and leaned into Denny’s touch, still tense. “Um… you do different jobs… secret assignments… that maybe aren’t so good… and it gets you things. Um… I…” He took a deep breath, blinking rapidly and rubbing his forehead. “I, um, I invented a new strain of anthrax… and the antidote to go with it… back in ‘99…”

Darren concealed any expression of surprise he may have had in his mug.

“Um, then, about five years ago… I created a kind of EMP that, once used, releases a corrosive acid that completely destroys the device.” Eric shifted in his seat, pushing himself back into the cushions with a twisted expression Darren suspected represented something like helpless frustration.

“Were either of those ever tested on a civilian population?” Jade asked softly, pulling her feet onto her chair. “Or don’t you know?”

Eric bit his lip and rubbed at his thigh. “I… I know the anthrax was. I don’t know where or when… but I got confirmation a few months after I finished it that it worked, and I got—I got my book.”

Darren swore inwardly, barely able to keep from grumbling to himself. Kid invents a new biochemical weapon and gets paid with a book. Geeze. He sipped his coffee and said nothing.

“They probably used a third world country of some kind,” Melanie offered, putting a hand on Eric’s shoulder but addressing Sam. “They usually picked somewhere remote, where the local government wouldn’t be able to do anything if they figured out who attacked them. Not that anyone ever did. At least, not as far as I know.”

Eric nodded in agreement and swallowed hard. “Um, the EMP could be tested on devices in a closed lab, so that—that was never used on people, to my knowledge.”

Summer clicked her pen a few times and hummed, scratching down some notes on a tablet. “If we can figure out when the anthrax was tested, we might be able to connect it to North Forest Hospital through financial records cross-referenced with a timeline of the epidemic.”

Eric looked almost hopeful at that. “You think you’ll be able to get financial records?”

Summer looked at Eric, surprised, and then she looked at Melanie. “Well, can you?”

Melanie blinked, caught off guard. “Um… you want me to hack them?”

“No,” Sam interjected. “We want a mysterious, third-party vigilante to hack them and periodically dump their records into public forums.” He gave a sideways kind of nod. “So, yes, but only as directed, and only if you can do it without it being traced back to you.”

Melanie grinned. “Oh, yeah. It’ll take a long time, but I can do it.” Her smiled faltered a bit. “I will need some things, though, and we can’t have anyone tracking our financial records and finding out we were behind the leak.”

Darren arched a brow. “I have money, but I’m not a bottomless pit.”

Melanie shook her head. “That’s no good, anyway. You’re close to this, and if they suspect you and look at your financial records…” She shook her head. “No way. I’ll figure out a way around the problem and get back to you. However, there is one more thing, and I definitely need you guys for that.”

Sam looked at her expectantly. “What is it?”

“I need someone inside North Forest Hospital to help me get in. I know exactly who it has to be, where she’ll be when, and all you have to do is slip her a chip when no one’s looking. She can get it connected to their mainframe on the inside, and that will both help me get in and make it look like the leak is internal instead of a hacker from the outside.”

Denny pursed his lips a bit. “Okay, but…” He shook his head. “How we gonna get in?”

Summer pointed to Sam with her pen. “Hey, we could potentially use this to force their hand.”

Darren gave her an arched brow, sipping his coffee while Sam voiced his question.

“What do you mean?”

“North Forest Hospital doesn’t know Eric is staying with us permanently.” Summer looked around the room as she spoke, and her gaze lingered on Eric long enough that Darren looked, too. “We can set up a time to go in and get Eric’s book—because that is his possession, even according to them—which would get us inside and send a message that Eric isn’t coming back.”

Darren didn’t miss the way Eric tensed at that, some of the red fading from his flushed cheeks. Easy, kid. Easy.

Sam rubbed his chin and nodded slowly. “If we tell them he isn’t coming back, it could make them panic, which could lead to a mistake. However… the last time they panicked, they killed the kid we were looking into. We can’t risk that happening again.”

Jade held up a finger, countering Sam’s point with one of her own. “But Cindy wasn’t from Eric’s ward, and we don’t know who the first victim was. We know North Forest Hospital went from killing consultants a couple times a year to killing three—or at least trying to—in one month. They might keep killing regardless of what we do.”

“In which case, we need to nail them as soon as possible,” Sam finished, nodding to himself. He appeared to consider the idea for a moment, but then he shook his head. “We need to find out who the first victim was, and we need to look at the cases Cindy and that other kid worked on. Still, even if they were killed for other reasons, we know the last kid we looked into was killed. We need to be sure they won’t just kill everyone who has a 4380 serial number once they know Eric is staying with us.”

Darren swirled the coffee in his cup a few times, pressing his lips together. “Our best bet is to make them afraid of a move that permanent. Trying to take custody and lock people up is one thing—they can always backtrack if it looks bad for them—but death is permanent.” He held up a finger to indicate he wasn’t done, and then he finished his beverage in a single gulp. “I think we should finalize our custody of Eric and begin the process for taking custody of Melanie. We’ll tell North Forest Hospital about how helpful they’ve been and say we don’t want to risk sending them back because… well, things just seem to happen to consultants, particularly ones we’re interested in. We would hate to lose these wonderful resources, so we can’t leave them in North Forest Hospital custody, because North Forest Hospital has a history.” He rolled his hand to indicate furthered talk along the same lines. “Basically, we tell them we’re on to them. They’ll panic, which is what we want, but they’ll know we’re watching their every move and waiting for an excuse to come down on them.”

There were several murmurs, hums, and contemplative expressions around the circle. Finally, Jade spoke up, pointing to Darren but looking at Sam.

“That might actually work.”

Sam still appeared hesitant. “My only concern would be Melanie. If we don’t already have full custody when we tell them, they could take her back. I don’t want to risk that.”

“I do.” Melanie blurted the words out immediately, scooting to the edge of the sofa with an excited light in her eyes. “It’s worth it to me. If they take me back, okay, but there’s no way they’ll kill me when they know what you’re up to. I can survive more time behind bars if that’s what it takes.” She spoke faster with every sentence, almost desperate. “Honestly, it might give me an opportunity to escape during transfer and start hacking on my own terms. It definitely can’t be traced back to you then.”

Sam looked at her for a long moment, and then he let out a sigh. “Well, it isn’t as if we’re finalizing any decisions tonight… so, for now, we can call this our plan.”

Melanie sighed in relief, smiling despite the clear fatigue on her features.

We’re all tired. We need to get some sleep before we try tackling much more of this. Darren looked admittedly forlorn, his gaze lingering on his empty coffee cup. There comes a point when you can’t just caffeine your way through any more consciousness.

“Eric, you’ve been quiet.” Summer looked concerned, her brow a bit furrowed. “Is there something else?”

Eric fidgeted in place, twisting his lips around, eyes focused intently on the floor. “I… I really just want to go to bed.” He took a deep breath, opened his mouth to speak, and then began over with another inhale. “North Forest Hospital runs tests on consultants. There are a lot of different things they… do… to us… and it’s possible the increase in deaths is because they’re taking more risks in the laboratory.”

Darren blinked a few times, muttering under his breath. Just when I thought this case was all out of shock factor, we throw human experimentation into the mix. He rubbed his forehead and pinched the bridge of his nose, letting out a heavy sigh. “Sam,” he began. “You call it.”

Sam immediately understood, and he nodded in agreement. “I think it’s time for everyone to get some sleep. We can continue this discussion in the morning.”

Darren sent up a silent hallelujah, but as tired as he was, he still got to his feet to see everyone to the front door. After all, no matter the circumstances, including a middle-of-the-night meeting about corrupt, government conspiracies, Darren was an entertainer.

  *

Denny ran his hand along the doorframe and let out a sigh, keeping it as restrained as he could. He was glad Sam was the one doing the talking, because he wasn’t entirely sure he could make it through an entire talk with Section Chief Albert Harrelson without committing murder, but being the one to go through Eric’s room was… daunting, to say the least.

He’s not here anymore. It doesn’t matter.

Denny took a quick breath and punched in the code he’d been given, waiting for the steel bars to slide up. He watched the simple room slowly enter his field of vision, no longer obstructed by the gate—tan walls, one bed with tan sheets, one tan pillow, a tan dresser possessing all of two drawers, and a prison-esque, stainless steel toilet—and then he stepped in. He walked over to the bed and raised the pillow, finding Eric’s book exactly where he was told it would be.

Eric doesn’t have anything else. That didn’t kill the curiosity welling up, and Denny approached the nearby dresser, pulling out the bottom drawer and finding three sets of green scrubs just like the ones Eric had been wearing when he first arrived.

Shaking his head, Denny opened the next drawer up and found it empty. Of course. He doesn’t own anything. Why even— He cut off his own question, immediately realizing the answer. Incentive. It reminds him, and all the other consultants, that they could have things to put in their drawers, they just have to do a special job first.

Disgusted, Denny shut the drawer and took another look around. He didn’t really know what he had been expecting. Seriously, did he think he was going to walk into Eric’s room and find some obvious, organized evidence of all the kid had been through sitting on display?

Though, if Denny were being completely honest, he would say the lack of evidence was evidence in and of itself. How could someone live in the same room for five years and not leave a trace of themselves anywhere? Had Eric never gotten bored and picked at the paint? Or tried to do some kind of gymnastics to get his blood pumping, only to accidentally wind up with scuff marks on the walls and footprints on the ceiling?

Denny gave a sigh and tucked Eric’s book against his stomach, half hiding it in his jacket. Not that he didn’t have permission to take it, but it was one of the only things Eric had to his name, and it just… it just needed to be treated with some kind of reverence.

Focus. This isn’t the only thing you came here for. 

Denny left the ward, briefly considering an inspection of the occupied cells, and then he began down the hall toward what he knew to be the library. Gratefully, it was close enough to the elevators that he could pretend he’d gotten lost, and even without them, he wasn’t too far from Eric’s ward. He could come up with an excuse one way or the other.

Whiz kid, I wish I had your eidetic memory right now.

Eric had used that wonderful brain of his to draw a map of his floor from memory, and Denny had studied it obsessively, but his memory was far from photographic.

No. Don’t think about that. You’re a professional. You know how to memorize a map, and you know what you’re doing. 

Denny didn’t know what it was about the North Forest Hospital building—maybe all the consultants, maybe knowing he didn’t have the upper hand, maybe the smug look on Section Chief Harrelson’s face when he began talking to Sam—but the whole building just threw him off his game.

I should ask Whiz Kid if there’s some sort of… psychological setup behind that.

It would make sense. From the steel walls, laminate flooring, and fluorescent lights alone, he couldn’t help but feel he was in some top-secret lab from a sci-fi movie. There was a certain… pressure exuded by his surroundings, a certain authority that dared outsiders to question the precise order maintained within the walls of the building.

Denny shook it off and walked into the library, discreetly scanning the room as he crossed to the bookshelf. There were two guards—one posted at either end of the room—but Denny simply flashed his ID. As far as they knew, he wasn’t anywhere he wasn’t supposed to be, so he let the assumption stand between him and any unwanted questions, and he got down to business.

Denny idly ran his finger along the book spines, skimming the titles as he prepared a precautionary lie in the back of his mind. He looked around the room—it was still empty, but according to Melanie, it wasn’t going to stay that way for long—and then he got back to browsing the titles.

Geeze. Is there anything here that isn’t a textbook? Denny found one such book even as he had the thought, a slight frown curling the corner of his mouth as he pulled it out. To Kill a Mockingbird. Huh. He heard footsteps behind him, but he ignored them, opening the book and leafing through it.

Denny stopped suddenly and grabbed his pocket as if he had just received a text. He tucked To Kill a Mockingbird under his arm with Love Conquers All and fished his phone out, sliding it open. There was no actual text, of course, but there was a small chip that he slipped out as he closed and re-pocketed the device. Of course, he had gotten his arms very twisted up with all that maneuvering, so it was relatively easy to slip the chip under the paper inside the back cover of To Kill A Mockingbird. 

Denny turned around to leave, adjusting his shirt. He looked up enough to see a young girl sitting on the sofa, and he dusted himself off. Only, after he brushed the shirt twice, he dusted in the wrong direction. Then he slipped his thumb between his pinky and ring fingers, stroking his cheek twice like he was trying to clear away dust or tears or both, walking toward the exit all the while.

Denny returned to the hall, continuing to the elevators and hitting the button to summon a lift. No big deal, just him getting sidetracked on the way back from Eric’s room. Sam and Harrelson were probably done talking, Denny would arrive with the book, he and Sam would leave, and all was well that ended well.

Just, you know, with a chip inserted in the hardcover of a book and a kid on the receiving end of a cryptic, signed message from Melanie.

That’s just not right. Denny refrained from sighing, watching the numbers above the elevator slowly climb. She didn’t even get a book. She just sat down and stared at the wall, but it’s not like she knew I was making a drop-off, she just regularly does that. Anything to get out of those rooms; to get away from all the tan.

Denny heaved a sigh and stepped onto the elevator.

What a mess.

  *

“Eric, are you uncomfortable?”

Jade folded her arms beneath her cleavage and leveled a calm stare at the recently returned liaison. She reminded herself not to react, reminded herself why she had kept such a careful distance from Eric throughout his stay at Windlass.

“Um, a little bit, ma’am.” Eric shifted in his seat, scratching at his legs. “It’s—it’s okay, though.”

DHS nodded, her lips pressed into a thin line. “Do you understand why these forms are necessary?”

Eric tugged on the hot pink button-down shirt he had layered over his AC/Denver tee. “Um, I—I think so. Uh, it has to do with the investigation, right?”

DHS didn’t nod, which both concerned and surprised Jade.

“It’s less about the investigation and more about making these accusations against North Forest Hospital stick.” DHS held her hands up a bit. “I know Sam has eight years of experience as a prosecutor, but I know several lawyers who have been in the game a lot longer. I contacted them while I was away, trying to get an idea of how we would approach the case after legal claims are made.”

Jade concealed her surprised at that, too, but she let some suspicion dance in her eyes. She didn’t want DHS thinking she had been caught off-guard, but she was more than fine with DHS knowing she was going to watch the section chief’s every move. What are you up to?

“Okay,” Eric said softly. “So, um, what’s all this?”

DHS pulled her reading glasses from her jacket and put them on, grabbing one of the many packets. “There are several things. This first one is a requisition for a tracking anklet.”

Eric squirmed a bit. “I—I wouldn’t run, ma’am.”

We know, Eric. Jade swallowed the surge of anger.

DHS shook her head calmly. “I don’t think you would, but a good lawyer will question where you’ve been, who you’ve met with, and whether you’ve been supervised. We need to be able to defeat every argument the defense makes, completely and decisively. Tracking your movements, however unnecessary, is one way we can do this.”

Jade stamped down her initial reaction, unable to deny the truth in the statement. “Melanie should have one, too,” she commented. “Especially because North Forest Hospital has her listed as a flight risk.”

Eric nodded, looking between the two women. “I understand. I won’t fuss about wearing it.”

DHS nodded and set the packet aside, grabbing the next one. “I appreciate your cooperation. I’m sure much of this feels like being punished for good behavior.”

Eric shook his head, chewing on his lip.

Jade allowed herself to relax a bit, shifting her brain from a mode designed to protect Eric into a mode designed to protect the case. Of course, it was still protecting Eric, but it was a long-term protection, and if DHS had other unfair ideas that could keep Eric safe from North Forest Hospital indefinitely… well, Jade was going to help, not hinder.

“This is a list of people in Windlass I want you to start working with. I’ll have Mr. Prichard go over it and make any necessary changes, but it’s important that we have more than two emotionally distanced perspectives.” DHS adjusted her glasses a bit and leaned back in her chair, letting out a quiet sigh. “Ms. Donaldson, while a good friend, is known for her overly caring nature. I know she took to you quickly, and that’s wonderful, but it’s something that will be used against us at every possible turn.”

Eric licked his lips and reached out cautiously. “May I see the list?”

DHS handed the envelope across the desk, sitting in silence as Eric pulled out the sheets and sped through them. She made brief eye contact with Jade, and while Jade wasn’t DHS‘s biggest fan, she acknowledged what DHS was trying to do and offered an affirmative nod to show her support.

Eric put the papers away and handed the envelope back. “Thank you,” he said quietly, fidgeting in his chair. “I… I, um… don’t really know what I’m supposed to do with those people to, um, to help the case.”

DHS nodded her head, completely understanding, which earned more brownie points from Jade. “I want you to work with them and consult on cases outside of the ones Mr. Prichard’s team handles. If 4013 is willing, I would like to have her do the same.”

It took a moment for Jade to register DHS was talking about Melanie, but Eric simply nodded and waited for DHS to keep going.

“You know why North Forest Hospital places such heavy restraints on consultants and their contact with the outside world, right?” DHS folded her arms on her desk and leaned forward a bit, meeting Eric’s eyes.

Eric offered a jerky, almost nervous nod. “Yeah, um—because we’re so smart, we could trick the general population into doing what we want. Or at least, that’s the theory.”

DHS offered a nod of her own, significantly more controlled and dignified. “Exactly. That’s something else the defense is going to use against us. They’ll try and claim you’ve manipulated Mr. Prichard’s team, first into sympathizing with you, then into sympathizing with consultants as a whole.” DHS held up a finger, and if Jade didn’t know better, she would have said she saw a faint smile tugging at the corner of DHS‘s mouth. “We have some advantages. One, this is Windlass. If anybody knows how to predict and resist manipulation, it’s profilers. Two, if we can get you working with more and more agencies, the probability that you’re manipulating all of them decreases.”
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Eric nodded enthusiastically, his hand shooting up as if to ask permission to speak.

Oh. Wait.

He was asking for permission to speak.

“Yes?” DHS asked, arching a brow a bit.

“Could I make a suggestion, ma’am?”

DHS nodded and listened.

Eric cleared his throat and rubbed at his legs a little faster, clearly nervous and excited in equal measure. “Um, it might be beneficial to reach out to various police departments I’ve worked with since coming to Windlass. I know, um, I know my behavior hasn’t been, um… stellar… but a combination of good and bad reports will be much more believable than entirely positive feedback, and, um, going on the assumption that this case will attract a lot of national attention, having the input of everyday, blue-collar workers and small-town heroes could be seen as more valuable to the public than the opinion of bureaucrats.” He rubbed the back of his neck a few times and then began scratching there. “Um, depending on how far the case against North Forest Hospital goes, um, my suggestion could apply to police departments where any consultants have worked.” He cleared his throat, scratching down his neck and then going after his legs again. “Um, may I, um… make… another suggestion?”

DHS gestured to the space between them. “By all means.”

Eric nodded and swallowed. “Um, it might also be beneficial to get statements from consultants. I think… I think people would be surprised how many of us… aren’t all that manipulative. Most…” He was clearly more off-put by his second suggestion than his first. “Um… most of us have been isolated for so long, we’re… um, we just… don’t care about a lot anymore. I, um… before I began… with…”

DHS pursed her lips a bit, unsure of what to do, and she looked to Jade for help.

Jade dropped her arms and stepped forward, pulling a chair up next to Eric and sitting down. “You were given permission to make a suggestion, Eric.”

Eric chewed on his lips and nodded, eyes misting up. “I…” He reached up and rubbed at his nose again. “Um, I just think… that if people knew… if they could see that consultants aren’t angry or malicious or…” He chewed on his lip for a moment, sniffed, and dropped his head to stare at the floor. “We’re just tired. If there were angry consultants, they were put down a long time ago. Those of us who are left, just… we just don’t want to be where we are anymore.” He looked up for a fraction of a moment. “I know—I know that sounds like… all the more reason to do anything to get out, because we do want to escape, but… for a lot of us… we don’t see ourselves ever getting out… alive… and if…” He let out a frustrated noise and pressed his hands to his face, muttering unintelligibly under his breath.

Jade reached out and put a hand on Eric’s shoulder, squeezing once before returning her hand to her lap. “Eric, it’s okay. Just tell Chief DHS what you wanted to tell her.”

Eric whimpered quietly, but then he nodded, and after another moment of silence and sniffling, he finally spat it out. “Most of us have attempted suicide several times. People don’t do that when they think they can escape some other way. If consultants were sitting in North Forest Hospital, plotting ways to get out, scheming so we could make our lives a little more tolerable, a lot more of us would be able to hold on, but… the truth is, we’ve accepted that we’re never getting out, and that means the only escape is…” He gave a shrug. “I don’t know. It might hurt the case more than it would help it, but… I—I think it should be considered.”

DHS looked at Eric for a long time, sparing Jade a brief glance, and then she slid her chair back. She pulled a legal pad and pen from her desk drawer and prepared to write. “Eric 4383, do you think you could tell me a little about your experience with this?”

Jade opened her mouth to protest, seeing no logical reason for that information to be shared, but Eric nodded his head a bit.

“Yeah, um… about ten years ago… I was on a new medication, and the side effects were bad, and… and it was my mom’s birthday, and I just… I really missed her, and…” Eric squirmed in place for a few moments, fingers clawing at his thigh again. “Then, about two years later, I, um, I made a friend… but we talked too much, and they took—took her away. So, I tried again, and, um, they put me on more medicine, but it just made things worse. It wasn’t something… medicine could fix. I just… didn’t want to be alone anymore. For a while after that, I was kinda okay. I worked on cases, and it kinda felt like I got a glimpse of the outside world, but… I knew they were never going to let me out, and I… it went from being helpful to being painful… something to remind me about all the things I would never have, and I just… I just didn’t want to be there anymore… so, um… I tried one more time. That was… four years ago, I think.”

DHS continued writing for several moments after Eric finished speaking, her head nodding a few times as she expanded the information in front of her. “So,” she began, scratching down a few more things and then raising her eyes to Eric. “Out of the three attempts, two of them were triggered entirely by your situation. You didn’t try to break you and your friend out of North Forest Hospital, and you didn’t try to escape on your own. Both times, you deemed it pointless to try, and you felt you had to escape some other way.”

Eric nodded wearily, wiping at his eyes, but he appeared a little lighter when he looked up at DHS. “I do have depression… and it played a part, which I’m sure the defense will mention, but… but depression often leads to suicidal ideation because it traps you inside your own head, your own body… it makes you feel like things are never going to get better, like you’ll always choke on air, like waking up will always be a battle, until you just can’t take it anymore, and you…” He shook his head a few times. “Being in North Forest Hospital was different, but… not by much. You have no reason to wake up in the morning, you have no one and nothing to live for, and you know—or at least you feel—like that’s just how it’s going to be for… forever.”

Jade reached out and squeezed Eric’s shoulder a moment, keeping her contact brief. Oh, Eric… I wish I could travel back in time, if only to tell you it would get better. If I could do nothing else for you, I wish I could have told you not to give up.

DHS removed her reading glasses and set them down on her notepad. “Eric 4383, do you need to take a break?”

Eric ran his hands through his hair and nodded, taking a deep breath with eyes screwed shut. “Yes, please, ma’am.”

DHS nodded to Jade. “I assume you’ll accompany him to his room?”

“Yes, of course.” Jade nodded back and got to her feet, returning her chair to its place along the wall. “Eric?”

Eric got up, taking another deep breath, and began toward the door. He didn’t look at either of them.

“Ms. Miller, if you could get this to Mr. Prichard, it would be much appreciated. The sooner this gets approved and set in motion, the better.”

Jade took the envelope and nodded again to indicate her understanding of the order. Then she turned and followed Eric out into the hall, giving him a small smile when he caught her eye.

“Hey. Are you okay?”

Eric nodded, sniffing quietly. “Yeah. I just… wasn’t prepared, I guess.” He wiped his eyes and gestured in the general direction of the elevators. “Um, could we go get some coffee?”

Jade smiled and began to walk. “Sure. Just let me drop this off, and we can hit that little cafe on the corner.”

Eric smiled back, the look on his face significantly weaker than hers, and he shuffled along beside her. “Thank you.”

Jade rounded the corner and pressed the arrow to summon the elevator, folding her arms across her stomach and idly tapping the manila envelope against her side. “I bet you’re missing Donaldson, huh? I know I am.”

To her surprise, Eric shook his head, his face scrunching up as he considered the suggestion. “No, actually. I prefer Section Chief DHS.”

“Really?” Jade arched her brows just as the doors opened, and she stepped onto the lift. “Why?”

Eric joined her, immediately leaning against the wall across from her. He slipped his hands into his pockets and shrugged. “Ms. Donaldson is very nice, but… there’s a certain safety in realism. You likely don’t recognize it because you’re not a dependent, but it’s the same kind of psychology that makes children crave boundaries.” He shrugged again, following her when the elevator stopped on the Windlass floor. “Chief DHS is your boss, but she can’t determine anything about your life outside of work. It makes sense that you, someone who is in control of their normal environment, balks when faced with someone like her, but decisions made by Chief DHS directly impact whether I spend the rest of my life in a cage or not. Chief Donaldson is pleasant to be around, but she can be a bit of an optimist. Chief DHS is more controlled and distanced, but I know she isn’t going to try and shoot for goals she can’t achieve and, subsequently, incur consequences that come back on me.”

By the time Eric was done speaking, they were already on their way back to the elevator, the envelope having been left on Sam’s unattended desk.

Jade blinked, not bothering to hide the expression of revelation that crossed her features. “I never thought about that. You’re right.” It struck her, not for the first time, how little control Eric had over what happened to him, and it left a sick churning in her gut.

Eric flashed a weak smile. “Thanks for letting me ramble. It, uh… it helps me get out of my head a little when I do, and intellectual talk always… well, just thank you. I feel better.” He rubbed the back of his head, briefly scratching again before dropping his hand.

“You’re welcome.” Jade gave him a soft smile, once again summoning the elevator with the press of a button. “How about these new rules? How are you feeling about that?”

Eric frowned and nodded, swallowing hard. “It’ll take some getting used to, but… again, it’s good to see the person who will have the biggest impact on where I end up taking this seriously.” He stepped back to let someone out of the elevator and then followed Jade inside. “Thinking about the long-term logistics, doing what she can to make sure this doesn’t come back to bite us after a couple years in court.” He looked down at his shoes, scuffing the black Converse against the floor, and a little smile pulled at his mouth again. “It feels good.”

Jade smiled just as the elevator dinged and opened up on the ground floor. “Good.”

Eric chuckled softly, but his eyes were still downcast. Still, despite the odd contradiction in body language, he appeared to be happier than when they had entered the office earlier that morning.

It wasn’t much, but it was something, and with a long, arduous battle against an entire government subdivision looming on the horizon… something was enough. If they wanted to make it from one day to the next, it had to be.

“So, what kind of coffee are you gonna get?”

  *

Sam threw the glass doors out of his way and crossed the room in record time, not bothering to turn on the lights.

“Detective—Mr. Prichard? Can you come to—to Windlass? Please? I need you.”

Grabbing the door handle, Sam gave it a hard twist and let himself in, casting a frantic look around the small bedroom. “Eric?” He took two steps inside and caught a glimpse of stockinged feet poking out from the corner between Eric’s desk and bed.

“A-Mr. Prichard?”

Sam closed the door and rushed back across the room, crouching down by the foot of the bed. “Eric, what’s wrong?”

Eric looked up at him, eyes glassy and red and bloodshot, quiet sobs still shaking his shoulders. His lips were wet, his nose was red, there were tissues all over the floor, and he appeared determined to fit his body into a space entirely too small for it.

“Eric, what’s—”

Eric was suddenly pushing off the wall, throwing himself at Sam and winding his arms around the older man’s frame, latching on. Sam just barely managed to keep from being knocked over, one hand grabbing the bed while the arm of the other wrapped around Eric’s waist. Eric gripped the back of Sam’s jacket for dear life, crying against his chest, trembling so violently Sam actually stopped to recall if there had been any notes about past seizures in Eric’s file.

“Eric.” Sam slowly eased himself into a more comfortable sitting position, placing his freed hand against Eric’s back and rubbing hard. “You have to tell me what’s wrong.”

Eric shook his head violently, gasping for air in between cries, sobs returning full force and sounding twice as bad as the ones from the phone call.

“Okay, okay, shh. Shh, it’s okay. Shh…” Sam looked upward, grasping at the fringes of several ideas on how to move forward, stroking Eric’s hair all the while. “Okay, try and take deep breaths. Can you do that?”

Eric nodded and tried to do what Sam suggested, but even though he managed deeper inhales, his exhales were stuttered and choppy.

“Do I need to call 911?”

Eric shook his head, shrinking in on himself with a trembling cry.

“Okay. Okay, it’s alright.” Sam stroked Eric’s hair again, rubbing his back and shoulders in an attempt to get him to relax. “Shh, just keep breathing. You’re okay. You’re safe.”

Sam didn’t know what else he could say. He couldn’t reason with panic—no one could—and there was no slideshow or speech to give on why Eric needed to calm down. Even if Sam wanted to attempt reasoning, he couldn’t, because he had no idea what set Eric off in the first place; that was assuming something had set him off, that the anxiety wasn’t just acting of its own accord.

“It’s okay, Eric. Everything’s okay. I’m right here. I’m not going anywhere. It’s okay.”

Eric shuddered, shaking his head against Sam’s chest. “I’m scared, Mr. Prichard.”

Sam felt the worry contort his face, but Eric couldn’t see him, so he didn’t bother to fix it. “What are you scared of?”

Eric choked out another sob and drew his legs in close, curling up in Sam’s arms. “I don’t want to go back.”

Sam felt his face twist again, the concern steadily increasing. “Eric… are you talking about North Forest Hospital?”

Eric nodded a few times, sniffing hard and letting out a few more cries.

Worry steadily increasing, Sam squinted at the wall across from him. Still, despite his bewilderment, he didn’t risk asking questions and triggering another wave of catastrophic uncertainty. “Eric, you aren’t going back. Okay? You’re not going back to North Forest Hospital.”

Eric shook his head, readjusting his hold on Sam’s coat. “What if the case isn’t strong enough? What if we don’t get enough evidence? What if nobody cares enough to do anything about it? What if—”

“Eric, you can’t think like that.” Sam shook his head, rubbing Eric’s shoulders. “That isn’t going to happen.”

“But what if it does?” Eric’s voice was congested and thick with unshed tears. “What if I mess up? What if I make a mistake that’s too big to overlook, and they use it against me in court, and they come and take me away, and—”

“Eric.”

“We’re supposed to meet at Darren’s tomorrow night, and I’m supposed to talk about the experiments, but I don’t know if I can, and what if I can’t, and what if it’s important, what if we try to plan more steps tomorrow, but I—”

“Eric!” Sam gave him a firm shake before immediately settling back into a hug. “Stop it. I will not let that happen. If we need to set up a situation like the one with Tony and Cindy, we will. We’ll get you and Melanie off the grid. Somehow, someway, we’ll make it work. Okay? Everything is going to be okay. No matter what. I promise.”

Eric sniffed, whispering brokenly. “I won’t go back, Mr. Prichard.”

Sam didn’t pretend he didn’t know exactly what Eric meant by that. “That won’t be necessary. You aren’t going back, Eric.” He replaced the confusion and frustration on his face with calm and then put some space between them, trying to look in Eric’s eyes. “Do you hear me?”

Eric nodded miserably, the look on his face very clearly saying he didn’t believe the assurances he was being given. He dragged his arm over his eyes and slumped against the bed, shoulders shaking just enough to let Sam know he wasn’t quite done crying.

“What do you need, Eric?” Sam posed the question gently, and at a puzzled look from Eric, he explained himself in equal softness. “What do you need to stop panicking? Do you need to get out of the building? Do you need a movie or music to distract you? Do you need to go to IHOP and drown your sorrows in pancake syrup?”

Eric actually let out a feeble laugh at that, and while the expression didn’t stick, light still lingered in his eyes even when the turn of his lips was gone. “IHOP?”

“Sure. We could be there in twenty minutes, and they’re open twenty-four hours.” Sam offered him a light smile. “It’s half past three in the morning. This isn’t the time to talk things out or process emotions or come up with solutions. This is the time to put anxiety, and then ourselves, to bed with distractions.” He raised an eyebrow a bit, giving Eric a questioning look. “Is comfort food a good distraction?”

Eric thought about it for a moment, wiped his eyes, and reached for the tissue box on the floor nearby. “You… should be getting sleep. You have to work in the morning.”

“That’s irrelevant.” Sam sat in silence while Eric blew his nose a few times, heart clenching at the younger man’s inability to fully catch his breath. “Do you want to go to IHOP, Eric?”

Eric sniffed and nodded his head, wiping his eyes again despite how raw they looked, and a feeble smile tugged at the corner of his mouth. “Yes, please.”

Sam got to his feet and held out a hand. “Come on, then.”

Eric took the hand and struggled to get up, the tiny space doing him no favors as he fought to untangle himself, but he managed, and then it was just a matter of slipping on some shoes and a hoodie.

Sam waited by the door, and when Eric was ready, he let them both out and closed up behind them. “Come on, then.”

Eric trailed after him, staying at least a pace or two behind. He still didn’t see himself on equal footing with the detectives around him, and Sam had noticed the habit was one of the more subtle reminders that Eric had years of trauma to recover from.

Sure, Eric was getting better. He didn’t scratch as much, he didn’t have nearly as many mood swings without the Prozac in his system, he had learned how to hold his tongue when he absolutely needed to—the list went on—but he was far from recovered. In light of all the improvements, it could become incredibly easy to forget Eric was still recuperating, but Sam did his best to keep those little things in mind.

It made him a little less startled when he got the frantic midnight calls reminding him that—

No, Eric didn’t trust the team; he didn’t truly trust anybody, not even himself.

No, Eric didn’t see himself as he truly was; his self-esteem was all but non-existent.

No, Eric didn’t stop having anxiety; it was better than it used to be, and it was steadily improving, but in all likelihood, it was a lifelong illness he would need help managing.

No, Eric didn’t see himself as a member of the team; he saw himself as a resource.

No, Eric didn’t understand he should have had rights; he knew he wanted them, but he thought they were far more than he deserved.

No, Eric wasn’t okay. He was better—thank God he was better, he was so much better—but he wasn’t okay, and letting him fall under the radar because he wasn’t a walking, talking hot mess could have disastrous consequences.

“Mr. Prichard?” Eric hid his hands in the center pocket of his hoodie, shoulders hunching as he curled in on himself.

Sam looked over at him, pulling his car keys from his pocket as they entered the parking garage. “Yes?”

Eric twisted his lips and appeared to consider his words for a moment, and then he said, in all seriousness, “I bet you can’t order the rooty-tooty-fresh-n-fruity with a straight face.”

Sam didn’t even try to dampen the smile that parted his lips. “Twenty bucks says you’re wrong.”

Eric frowned a bit. “I don’t have any money.”

“That’s alright.” Sam waved it off. “When you lose, I’ll just take the money from Denny.”

Eric thought about that for a moment, and then he smiled. “You’re on.”

Sam smiled back. It was important to remember that Eric had a long way to go, but it was equally important to celebrate the small victories.

“I’ll even order extra strawberries.”

Eric chuckled.

Sam did, too.

Making it from one day to the next was definitely a small victory.
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Sam looked at his watch for the hundredth time, shook his head, and let out a long, weary sigh. He leaned back in the stiff chair and let his head roll to the side, looking at the stack of case files sitting on top of outdated health magazines and some pamphlets on heart disease and diabetes. Briefly, he considered taking a look at the contents, but the idea was short-lived. As much as he hated it, there was nothing he could do but wait. All the interviews had been conducted, he had read all the files three times over, and the rest of the team was back at Windlass with even more information, scrambling to put the pieces together.

Sam heaved a sigh and rubbed his face a few times, staring up at the fluorescent lights and trying to stay awake. He couldn’t recall the last time he had been so burned out, and the incessant buzzing in his pocket was sawing through his very last nerve.

When Sam was at work, he tried to be at work. That way, when he was at home, he could be at home. It worked fairly well, and with the North Forest Hospital investigation and everything going on with Eric, it was maybe a little easier than it should have been to put his marital problems out of his head. Of course, he couldn’t exactly ignore that his wife was so angry she was threatening to move in with her mother, and the damned phone would not stop ringing!

Sam grabbed his phone from its holder and flipped it open, pressing it to his ear with a lowly growled, “What?” He listened for a moment, then mumbled, “Yes, thank you.” He hung up the phone and said nothing, but turned to Darren. “Darren… have you—” He cleared his throat. “Have you come up with anything?”

“We’re still trying to get a warrant for the rest of the North Forest Hospital building. DHS is talking to the director right now, but it’s kid rights against matters of national security. It’s… tough.”

Sam snorted and stretched his legs out in front of him, staring at them. “No kidding.”

Darren didn’t say anything for a moment, but his voice eventually returned with a new topic. “How’s the kid?”

Sam shook his head, tired eyes perpetually glazed over. “I haven’t heard anything. He’s been in surgery for…” He looked at his watch again and did some simple math. “…three and a half hours.”

Darren heaved a sigh of his own and, after another moment of silence, tried to get some more information. “What exactly happened?”

Sam rubbed his forehead and pinched the bridge of his nose. “I don’t know, Darren, it…” He shook his head with another sigh. “It all happened so fast. I only left the room for a couple minutes, maybe five.” He sighed again, trying to quiet the voice in his head that said their situation was his own stupid fault. “Next thing I know, my right ear is ringing from the two gunshots fired less than twenty feet away.”

Sam looked down at his hands—at his sleeves, stained with blood, red and pink and messy—and blinked slowly.

“Sam, you couldn’t have known.”

“But I could have.” Sam almost snapped the words, but he didn’t quite have the energy to be angry with himself anymore. His voice softened, but his resolve didn’t. “I should have.”

“We had no idea they’d be this reckless.” Darren’s voice wasn’t hard or cold, but it wasn’t uncertain, either. He was no less confident of his assertions than Sam was of his. “They came out of left field.”

“They don’t have anything to lose anymore.” Sam crossed his legs at the ankles and continued to stare at them, bouncing his foot a bit. “So, what are they going to do next?”

“Well…” Darren gathered his words. “What changed?” He paused, as if considering his own suggestion. “Let’s go back further. Not just the moments before the shots were fired.”

Sam sighed again and tried to go back to the hours leading up to the one he was in. “Okay, let me think…”

  *

“Hello.” Sam dropped a folder on a table and leaned over it, leaning his arms against the table. He stared the young man down, letting the clinical appearance of the interrogation room work in his favor as he implemented intimidation as a tactic. “Georgie Jackson.”

Georgie—a mere two months into his twentieth year of living—stared down at his lap with the expression of a dead man. His eyes were vacant, the green hues much more muted than the vibrant, almost jarring shade from his file photo. His lips were completely relaxed but not parted, his breathing was even and uninterrupted, and he didn’t fidget even once as he entered his seventh hour of interrogation.

“My name is Sam Prichard. I’m with Windlass Security, contracted to DHS.” Sam spoke in a crisp, businesslike tone, maintaining his professional stance until he could figure out what Georgie would best respond to. “I understand North Forest Hospital has been questioning you, but there are some interesting circumstances surrounding this case, and my team has been given jurisdiction.”

Georgie didn’t respond. He almost looked like he was in a trance of some kind. Knowing North Forest Hospital, it wouldn’t surprise Sam if Georgie was half out of his mind and high on drugs he didn’t need.

“Do you prefer Georgie or 2219?” Sam asked, recalling Melanie and Eric and the way they felt about outsiders using their names.

Still no response, and Sam didn’t want to come across as soft until he knew more, so there would be no kid etiquette for the time being.

“Georgie, then.” Sam opened the folder in front of him and looked over the pictures of the demolished building. “You’ve made quite the mess, Georgie. They’re talking about retiring you.”

Georgie might have shifted at that, but it also might have been Sam’s imagination.

“I won’t presume to understand a kid, but I don’t think you want to be retired. Retirement is a rather… permanent outcome, wouldn’t you agree?” Sam interlaced his fingers and rested his hands on the pictures, unsurprised when Georgie didn’t answer the question. “I think there are a lot of things a kid would do to stay out of retirement.”

Georgie moved his head ever so a bit, his chin lifting just enough for Sam to know he was listening. Other than that, nothing.

“If you cooperate with me, I can make sure you aren’t retired, Georgie.” Sam held back a smirk at the thought of how North Forest Hospital would react to that. “I was given that authority by the director himself.”

Georgie moved his head the tiniest bit more, but he still sat with dead eyes and a bowed head.

“Georgie…” Sam softened his tone a bit and eased into the chair the previous interrogator had used. “I just want to find out the truth about what happened this morning.” He paused, tilted his head a little to catch the vacant, faded eyes, and then he spoke again. “People were hurt. People were killed, and I don’t think you wanted that. I don’t think you wanted any of this.” He paused again to let his words sink in, gauging the young man’s body language. “I think your silence is a response you can’t control—” He almost said ‘conditioned response,’ but that would have been a dead giveaway, and they hadn’t been given that much seniority on the case. “—and I think you want to help, but you don’t know how. Or maybe you don’t think you can.”

Georgie kept staring at his lap, but his shoulders moved a little, a subtle display of discomfort that had been absent up to that point.

Sam considered Georgie for several moments, then he looked down at the pictures again, and then he leaned back in his chair with a sigh. “Okay, Georgie. Let’s come at this from a different angle: I’ll tell you what I think happened—” with many euphemisms and codes, because North Forest Hospital guards were standing right outside, “—and we’ll see if you feel up to helping me fine-tune my theory.”

Georgie still refused to say anything, but Sam was alright with that. If Georgie was even half as traumatized as Eric, it would take more than a few quick words and evidentially unsupported assurances to open him up.

“Let’s see…” Sam flipped to the first page of the report and tapped the sheet. “At 7:32 AM, you set off a bomb on the fifteenth floor of the North Forest Hospital building…”

  *

“What kind of game are they playing?”

Sam kept his arms folded over his chest but raised one of his hands to his teeth, chewing briefly on his thumbnail. “We expected some kind of retaliation after we took full custody of Eric. This could be it.”

Darren shook his head and gestured vaguely to the television screen. “But they’re completely unrelated. What’s the message here? You took one of our consultants, so we’re gonna… blow some of ours up?”

Sam skimmed the text scrolling across the bottom of the screen and then looked at the smoking building again. “I don’t know. We should get a victim list as soon as possible. They might have attacked someone close to Eric, maybe to—”

“Sam, did you see the news?” Denny burst into the room with a disheveled Eric on his heels. Denny noticed the screen before anyone could answer his question and continued. “We were getting coffee when it came on.”

“They’re gonna lock the whole thing down, Mr. Prichard!” Eric was plainly trying not to shout, but he was just as plainly failing, and his fingers periodically traveled up to his mouth to be chewed. “They must have made one of the guys do it so they can link the bomb to us, and then they’ll have a valid reason to lock down the entire facility until the investigation is over. All the files, all the computers, all the consultants—everything! And they can and will make the investigation drag on for months.”

Darren looked at Sam. “Well, now we know what it has to do with retaliation.”

Sam held out a hand toward all three members of his team. “Let’s not jump to conclusions. It’s unlikely this explosion is unrelated, but it’s still possible. We don’t have a list of casualties or injuries, no suspects have been named yet, and no action has been called for.”

“True, but we want to be proactive about this.” Darren gestured vaguely to the screen. “We don’t want to react to them any more than we have to.”

Denny jerked a thumb over his shoulder. “I’ll swing by Darren’s place to see how Melanie’s doing. Maybe she knows something about this.”

Darren began moving before Denny could. “No, let me check. If they’re watching us, and you go to my house right after they set off a bomb, it’ll be suspicious. I don’t want them taking Melanie when we’re not looking.” He gave Eric an encouraging pat on the arm as he breezed past, halfway out the door when he called, “I’ll let you know if we find anything out.”

Sam nodded but said nothing, still watching the news footage. “Eric, did you know any consultants who dealt in explosives? Even if you didn’t speak with them, were they on your ward for any period of time?”

Eric thought about it for a moment and then shook his head. “No. I heard of a couple, but I never met any, and I can tell you none of them were on that floor. I could still write down their names.” He fidgeted nervously in place, shifting from one foot to the other.

Denny folded his arms over his chest. “They might have picked someone who wouldn’t usually mess with explosives. We have to remember, North Forest Hospital is preparing for a court case just as much as we are.”

“That’s assuming this was planned by North Forest Hospital. We need to maintain objectivity until we know more.” Sam slowly lowered the hand he had been using to gesture, both arms refolding over his chest. “However, assuming this was them, they could be trying to show how untrustworthy and dangerous consultants are. Something to make the public doubt they can ever really know what a kid is capable of until it’s too late.”

“Then we need to get on top of this,” Eric rushed, a renewed panic in his voice. “The company has to, I don’t know, make a statement or something. You have to make sure North Forest Hospital doesn’t retire the people involved, and the consultants at the hospital have to be interviewed as witnesses, and we have to—”

“Eric.” Sam turned to look at him, speaking steadily but softly. “Deep breaths.”

Eric tried to do as he was told, but his hands were jittering and his eyes were wide with fear. “I don’t wanna go back, Mr. Prichard.” He shook his head rapidly, tears welling up and clinging to his lashes. “I don’t wanna go back. I don’t wanna go back, please.”

Sam and Denny spoke in unison. “You aren’t.”

Eric swallowed and looked nervously at the screen again. He didn’t seem convinced, his hands still twitching and wringing each other and pulling on every colorful, odd, discordant piece of clothing on his frame.

“I’ll get in touch with DHS.” Then, after a moment of thought, Sam added, “I’ll call Donaldson, too. If we can get some higher-ups to side with us, we might be able to get some seniority on this case. It wouldn’t be the first time we worked a bombing, even if we most of the time only get involved once it’s serial.” Sam licked his lips and thought for another moment or two. “Eric, if you’re right, our suspect is going to be a kid. Can we use the pretense of finding more bombs?” He looked at Eric for an answer, expanding a bit when he saw the confusion on Eric’s face. “Can we insist that a kid would never orchestrate something so simple as a single-bomb incendiary attack?”

Eric thought about it for a moment, cocking his head one way and then the other. “I think that could definitely work. North Forest Hospital might come up with that themselves, actually. Depending on the record the kid has, you might be able to say you want to make sure that a useful kid isn’t being framed by a more delinquent one, as that would be a waste of government resources.”

It once again hit Sam—as it so often did, in the oddest of moments, when he least expected it—that Eric still saw himself as expendable. He didn’t know how to justify his existence outside of usefulness.

Sam simply offered a nod. “Alright.” He gestured toward the TV. “They have a suspect in custody, but they’re unnamed. We need to find out who they are and get on this immediately.”

Denny jerked a thumb over his shoulder and began walking backwards. “I’ll talk to Summer. She’s gotten pretty good at weaseling information out of North Forest Hospital, and she might be able to do some damage control with the press.”

“Good plan.” Sam dismissed him with a brief wave, looking back at the television screen and the black smoke rising into the sky. “Is Jade in the building?”

“Yeah.” Denny stopped in the doorway. “You want me to send her in?”

“Yes. I want to get to the explosion site as soon as possible.” Sam was already pulling his phone out, ready to call in every favor he had ever been owed. “And I want her there with me when I go.”

Denny gave a thumbs up and left the room.

Sam dialed DHS and put the phone to his ear, giving Eric a small but genuine, almost self-satisfied smile. “Everything is going to be fine, Eric. Trust me.”

Eric bit down on his lip, hazel eyes wandering back to the television. “I do, Mr. Prichard.” He swallowed, both arms folding protectively over his middle. “I’m just… scared.”

“You’re allowed to be,” was all Sam could say before the phone stopped ringing.

Eric kept staring at the TV, gnawing on his lip with anxiety in his eyes.

  *

“You didn’t run.” Sam leaned back in his chair, interlocking his fingers and resting his hands on his stomach. “You didn’t try to hide from any of the surveillance cameras leading to the wing where you planted the bomb.” He tapped his thumbs together. “You essentially lit the fuse and waited to be arrested. That’s a bit odd, don’t you think?”

Georgie swallowed but continued to keep his head down, hands dangling limply from where they were cuffed to the table. Goosebumps rose up and down his arms, the North Forest Hospital scrubs doing little to protect him from the chill of the interrogation room.

“You aren’t known for working with explosives. You aren’t known for violence at all, actually.” Sam tilted his head almost curiously. “I’ve seen your file, Georgie.” He let that hang for a moment, examining Georgie’s body language, and then he elaborated. “I’ve seen your unredacted file.”

That got him a little shift, almost like a squirm, but nothing more.

“You killed seven consultants, Georgie. One of them was only eleven years old.” Sam pulled the photograph from the folder on the table and slid it across. “She was in four pieces, not including the bits too small to find.” He tapped the glossy print. “You did that, Georgie.”

Georgie shifted again, and when he breathed, it was a little more intentionally level than before. His jaw was clenched, the muscles clearly defined as his teeth ground together.

“Did you plan to do that, Georgie?” Sam watched for a reaction, but Georgie didn’t give one. “Did you mean to kill that little girl?”

Georgie didn’t move, and for a moment, Sam considered going harder, but he finally decided to back off. They would leave that line of questioning open, let the last question be something poignant and accusatory; something to hover overhead like a dark cloud while the interrogation continued.

“You targeted an interesting part of the building.” Sam returned to his folder and flipped through the contents, stopping at a small-scale replica of the blueprints. “From what I understand, this is a very unique floor. There’s a lot of conspiracies and superstitions about what goes on there.” He slid the picture across the table to Georgie and then leaned back again. “In my experience, legends often have an origin in truth. Was there something in that wing you destroyed, Georgie?” He narrowed his gaze. “Something you didn’t want us to see?”

Georgie did something odd then. He sniffed. It was quick and dry, not the kind of sniffling that came with watery eyes, but maybe the kind that came with an inflated ego. Only Georgie didn’t show any signs of arrogance, and he had refrained from making any noise for the eight and a half hours leading up to that sniff. It could have been nothing, but with a subject so unresponsive, every detail had to be taken into account.

Interesting.

“Well, Georgie, let me tell you what I already know, and you can decide whether or not you want to fill in my blanks. Hmm?” Sam arched a brow and flipped to the next page in his folder. “We know of at least seven different projects running out of that wing…”

  *

“…but even after spending almost ten years inside that facility, I have no idea what they are. Well, that’s not true. Well, it’s kind of true. Well—”

“Melanie.” Darren held up a hand to stop her, but made sure to keep a soft expression on his face. “Just… tell me what you know.”

Melanie nodded rapidly, half eager and half frazzled. “Right. Right, got it.” She slid over a bit and patted the sofa next to her, gesturing to the monitors set up on his coffee table and chairs. “So, North Forest Hospital has twenty-four floors, each named after a letter of the Greek alphabet. This screen has the blueprints for fifteenth floor, Omicron. See anything weird?”

Darren looked back and forth between the blueprints for the building as a whole and the individual floor plan. “It has an extra wing.” He could tell just from the way the layers and supports were arranged.

Melanie nodded her head. “You got it. Alpha, Beta, Gamma, and Delta are all labs, garages, supercomputers, and so on. We do all our work there. They’re at the top, so if anything goes wonky, there’s no one in the floors above to get trapped, and there’s less weight on top of the damaged area. They changed the layout after 9/11.” She began to type again, working on something off to the side while the screens in front of Darren remained unchanged. “Epsilon through Psi are floors where consultants are actually held; each floor has seven wings for consultants and one wing for faculty and recreation—the library, the gym, the breakroom, and so on—except Omicron. Omicron has nine wings. Guess what got bombed?”

Darren opened his mouth to reply.

“Bingo! Wings O7, O8, and O9, and here’s where things get spooky.”

Darren arched a brow at her—it genuinely wouldn’t surprise him if she began talking about Wing O9 being haunted—and hoped she hadn’t lost sight of the objective.

“See, consultants have this… not-so-unspoken theory about the North Forest Hospital building.” Melanie switched to a keyboard for the monitor on the coffee table, fingers flying from key to key as the blueprints began to shift. “We call it Endworld, and as you can see, there’s an unofficial basement on the blueprints that isn’t labelled or defined in any way. They didn’t even put the dimensions on here, so no one knows how big it really is unless they’ve been down there, but no one has.” She pointed to the portion of the screen dedicated to the basement. “I’ve never been there, I’ve never met anyone who went there, I’ve never heard of a project there—nothing. It’s like Endworld doesn’t exist, which it shouldn’t, but it does.” She turned toward Darren a bit and folded her hands in her lap, fingers tangled between each other, trying desperately to keep her from gesturing too enthusiastically. “Have you ever been in the building?”

Darren shook his head, torn between increasing curiosity and wondering how likely it was the secret basement was related to the bombing fifteen floors up. I’ve seen weirder things, and I’ve had a feeling from the beginning that this case was gonna take a slot in the top five weirdest cases I’ve ever worked.

“Well, if you ever go there, you’ll see there’s no button on the elevator to take you to Endworld.” Melanie grew more animated as she continued, clearly thrilled to have someone to share the story with. “Legend has it, if you have an access key, you can put the key in and hold the Omega button until it takes you all the way down.”

“Legend?” Darren’s eyebrows show up.

Melanie looked a little embarrassed, but she didn’t stay that way for long, her hands waving excitedly. “It’s not—Look, there was a guy, a long time ago, who allegedly went down there once. He used to do tons of secret assignments, so we figured it had something to do with that. He disappeared, like, two weeks later, and we never saw him again, but he had already spread some information by then.” She got back to her computers, pointing at the first screen with the floor plan for Omicron. “It’s been theorized that the additional Omicron wing has something to do with Endworld. None of us have ever seen staff go in or out, and if there are consultants being held there, they’re completely cut off from the rest of us, even if we’re on the same floor.”

Darren frowned at that, leaning back on his sofa. “We have thirteen dead and counting. If Wing O8 is supposed to be the breakroom and library, there shouldn’t have been many people in there. We know it was shift change, and they wouldn’t let consultants out to use the facilities with all that chaos going on. Too easy for things to happen without being noticed, and they’re too careful for that.” He leaned in closer to the screen, scratching thoughtfully at his chin. “O7 would have had consultants, but only a portion of O7 got hit. Most of the bodies were consultants, not staff, so… it’s definitely possible for consultants to have been in O9…”

“I don’t know what really went on in there, Detective Darren.” Melanie sounded unusually somber, particularly considering her pink sweatpants and white hoodie with glitter all over. “All I know is… North Forest Hospital has more to hide than some unfair treatment that civil rights activists can get angry about. You don’t euthanize people and refuse to share intel with other divisions of the government and potentially blow up your own building to hide something like that.” She shook her head, red waves falling over her shoulders. “It’s gotta be bigger than that.”

Darren looked at the schematics again and slowly nodded, lips drawn into a grim line. “You’re right about that, kid.”

Darren sighed and pulled his phone from his hip, mentally preparing himself for whatever might follow his call. He was just about to dial when he stopped, turning to look at the young woman on the sofa—wide eyes trained on her screens, fingers flying, red hair stubbornly falling back into her face no matter how many times she pushed it back—and he smiled.

“Hey.” Darren nudged her on the arm and waited until she looked at him to continue. “You did a really good job, kid.”

Melanie blinked, stared for a moment, blinked some more, and began to move her mouth. “I, uh—oh, well, I—thanks, I mean—it’s nice to, um, to be helpful, and to—to have someone listen, you know, like all the way to the end and—yeah, thanks, I mean—just—just thanks.” She blushed and pushed her hair back, smiling to herself in that way children often did when they received the approval they were so desperate for. “Thanks.”

Darren hummed quietly and looked back at his phone, punching the two and holding it down until Sam’s ID showed up on his screen.

“Let’s rock and roll, kid.” Darren held his fist out where Melanie could reach it.

Melanie looked at it for a moment, and then she bumped fists with him. “Most awesome, sir Darren. Most awesome.”

  *

Sam looked at his cell phone, taking a moment to reread the text and make sure he knew exactly what he had permission to do.

Summer We have a green light to investigate North Forest Hospital as it relates back to the bombing ONLY. Still working on clearance for a full investigation. 

“Georgie, I want to…” Sam snapped his phone shut, “…talk to you about North Forest Hospital.”

Georgie stayed just as still as he had for the past several hours, eyes downward.

Sam set his phone down on the table where Georgie could see it, and then he leaned back in his chair, crossing one leg over the other. He maintained his air of nonchalance, but truthfully, he was starting to get frustrated. He could read Georgie easily—probably more than Georgie realized; his face was so young and expressive—but that could only get him so far.

Sam knew Georgie felt guilty about the people he had hurt, including the North Forest Hospital staff, though his guilt was significantly less intense in that area. He didn’t regret the damage he had done to the building. He wasn’t off-put by any of Sam’s reiterating the chain of events, so that was most likely accurate, but Georgie appeared unsettled by the idea that Sam knew a little bit of what North Forest Hospital did behind the scenes. Georgie kept tensing, almost imperceptibly, as if waiting for a trap to spring.

But that didn’t tell Sam anything new.

Well, maybe a new line of questioning can.

“What do you think North Forest Hospital is going to do to punish you for the bomb?”

Georgie didn’t do anything, and he didn’t seem afraid. Odd.

“Oh. Maybe they won’t, then. Though I do wonder why you would think that.” Sam let the statement hang for a moment, and he caught the faintest shade of fear passing through Georgie’s eyes. “I’ve been given permission to investigate North Forest Hospital as it relates back to this case.” He let that linger, too, and then continued on. “I have several detectives at the hospital where the consultants are recovering, and everyone we’ve talked to says you stick to yourself more than other consultants. I spoke with your psychiatrist, and she said you were antisocial. However…” Sam uncrossed his legs and leaned forward, resting his arms on the table and tilting his head down to get a look at Georgie’s face. “…your fellow consultants say you’re just as non-violent as you are non-participatory. You haven’t had an official reprimand in over four years, and several of the guards who work on your ward say you’re better behaved than anyone else in the facility.”

Georgie shifted a bit, eyes glassy and somewhat dilated, but he didn’t say a word. He didn’t make any noise at all, he just kept his head down and tried to stay as still as possible.

“Would you like to hear my theory, Georgie?”

Georgie jerked his head to the right. It was a slight movement, and he only did it once, but it was still a response. It was his first response, after almost ten hours of questioning, and it was such an odd thing to finally respond to.

“I’m sorry, Georgie, but that was a rhetorical question.” Sam gauged the increasingly nervous body language, approaching the topic cautiously. Georgie didn’t want to hear Sam’s theory, so Sam was moving into dangerous territory; territory Georgie was afraid of. “I think you don’t talk to anyone because it’s against the rules.”

Georgie pulled on his handcuffs a bit. Once again, it was a quick and sharp movement that didn’t get very far, but also once again, it was more response than he had given since his detainment.

“Most of the other consultants have found little ways to communicate despite the rules, but not you. I think you’re withdrawn because you’re afraid to break the talking rule, not because you’re antisocial.”

Georgie frowned tightly and tensed up for a moment, every muscle in his body going tight before he relaxed, turning into a ragdoll on the chair. His head continued to hang down, his shoulders slouched, his hands dangled from their cuffs…

Georgie went catatonic.

Sam barely kept himself from letting out a sigh, but he didn’t want to relay any kind of disappointment or dissatisfaction. If Sam gave Georgie even the faintest idea that he was prone to anger in any way, Georgie could be too afraid to tell him anything even after Sam eased him back out of his shell.

“Georgie.” Sam lowered his voice, softening it a bit. “What did North Forest Hospital do to you?”

Georgie looked like a dead man, just as he had when Sam first entered the room three hours earlier.

“We’ve heard a lot of things from consultants we’ve spoken to. Not necessarily about you, just… things… and we’ve seen some concerning behaviors. We’re giving these concerns our full attention.” Sam kept his tone level and almost kind, a conversational lilt to his voice as he continued. “You might recognize some of the names my detective sent me. If they’re familiar to you, you might know about some of these concerns we have.” He pulled out his phone and scrolled until he found Summer’s text message. “Here we go… let’s talk about…”


TWENTY-SEVEN

“Lonnie Winston?” Summer whispered the name as she entered the room, blue eyes wandering over the various pieces of equipment, tubes, and wires. “644021, are you awake?”

There was a noncommittal moan from the sheets, and after a steady inhale, brown eyes flickered open and peeked up at her from underneath a mop of dark brown curls.

Summer smiled kindly and held up her ID. “Hi. Summer Raines, Windlass Security.” She saw the fear cross his face but pressed on, keeping her voice soft. “Is it alright if I call you Lonnie?”

Lonnie looked at her for a moment or two, and then he offered a slight nod, suspicion casting a shadow over his features.

Summer offered another small smile. “Do you remember anything about the explosion, Lonnie?”

Lonnie licked his lips and looked at his bandaged hands and arms, confusion twisting his lips and creasing his brow. “I was…” His voice was raspy, and he coughed a few times before clearing his throat and starting again. “Sorry. Uh, I was in the library, and I saw 2219652219 go by with something in his arms. It looked like, uh, like a stack of books, maybe? But I assume… given that there was an explosion… the books were hollowed out.” He coughed a few times and tried to rub at his chest, but his hands were completely wrapped in bandages, and it looked like moving the burned limbs hurt him. “I tried to… visually estimate the dimensions, but the way he was carrying the item made it tough. He, um, he had a jacket on, a dark blue hoodie, unzipped, and it was sort of wrapped around whatever he was holding. He—” Lonnie broke off into a coughing fit, quickly trying to bury his mouth in his shoulder.

Summer grabbed the water from the bedside table and held it where he could reach, holding the straw near his lips. “Here.”

Lonnie coughed a few more times and then caught a breath, sucking on the straw shortly after. He pulled away and took another second or two to breathe. “Sorry…”

Summer shook her head, setting the water aside. “Don’t apologize. Just… take your time.” She pressed her lips together, wondering exactly how many consultants were as timid and jumpy as Eric. “You were telling me about seeing 2219 and the jacket he was wearing.”

Lonnie cleared his throat and nodded a bit, taking a deep breath before replying. “I only saw him for a few seconds, and he was…” He coughed a little and then gave her a cautious look. “Could I… possibly have another drink, please?”

Summer immediately grabbed the drink and held it where he could latch on to the straw. “Of course. Please, just ask, and I’ll get it for you.” She watched him for a moment, sadness creasing the corners of her eyes. “Don’t drink too fast.”

Lonnie pulled his lips off the straw and gave her a brief but genuine smile, his baby face making him seem younger than his file said he was. “Thank you.” He cleared his throat a few times and then began to tell his story again. “Um, as I was saying, he was using the jacket to hide what he was doing. We aren’t allowed to talk, so I couldn’t ask him why…” Lonnie trailed off for a moment, eyes losing some of their focus as an almost haunted expression crossed his face. “He never talked to anyone, really. He was so quiet… non-violent… I get bored sometimes, and I… calculate random statistics to pass the time. I calculated the probability of various people on or around my ward using violence to get what they wanted. 2219 was… he was in the bottom five. He’s just…”

Lonnie looked at Summer then—really looked at her, eyes bright and focused and pained and locked on hers—and he opened his mouth like he had something of grave importance to tell her. It lasted all of two seconds, and then he sort of… deflated, sinking into the sheets and dropping his eyes back to his injured arms.

“He’s not violent,” Lonnie whispered.

Summer waited for him to continue, but he didn’t. So, Summer softened her voice and looked at him with kind, sincere eyes. “Lonnie, look at me.”

He did as she asked, and Summer held his gaze for a long moment. She scanned his face, peering into his eyes, and she decided to go with her gut. She might not have had as much time to script her interactions as she would have liked, but it was her job to read people and communicate on the fly. Sam would follow her lead as best he could.

“Lonnie,” she began, “are you trying to tell me 2219 isn’t what North Forest Hospital is going to paint him as?”

Lonnie licked his lips, hesitantly hopeful, tension crawling across his shoulders.

“Because if you want to tell me something North Forest Hospital is going to disagree with, that’s okay.” She folded her hands in front of her but kept them in plain sight. “I know it’s hard to believe, but I’m on your side, not theirs.”

Lonnie swallowed, eyes sliding across her face as he examined her. “Your side is their side,” he said quietly.

“I swore an oath to protect and serve.” Summer gestured vaguely to the hospital bed. “You need protecting and serving.” She smiled briefly but let it fade, silence lingering between them for a moment before she tried to relay as much safety and understanding as she could in one paragraph. “I know the government failed you. We let things get bad, and you had to pay for that. It wasn’t fair, and it wasn’t right, but some of us still remember what our IDs represent, and I need you to believe me when I say we are going to make it better.”

Lonnie looked at Summer for a long time. He scanned her like Eric scanned crime scenes and case files, gathering information and calculating and analyzing, equations swirling in his coffee-colored eyes. His brow crinkled, his chin wobbled ever-soa bit, and then he offered the faintest smile Summer had ever seen.

“I do.”

Summer returned his smile tenfold, genuine gratitude shining on her face. “Thank you, Lonnie.” She licked her lips and looked over her shoulder at the clock on the wall. “I need to ask you some more questions about the current case, and then I’d like to ask you a bit about North Forest Hospital itself, okay?”

Lonnie nodded his head, that little smile still lingering on his lips. “Yeah, I can do that.”

“Great. Tell me about what happened after 2219 went past the—”

“Summer.” Eric swung into the room with a somewhat frazzled appearance. “We have a problem.”

Summer opened her mouth to ask for specifics, but she was answered by a shout, distant and barely decipherable underneath the pleasantly surprised, “Eric?” from Lonnie.

“Just point,” a voice snapped. “644021. Just give me a general direction, and I’ll take it from there.”

“Eric, stay with Lonnie.” Summer slipped out of the room in time to see an angry young man pushing past a nurse to storm down the hall.

“Kenny,” an older gentleman said, trailing behind him with yet another man trailing behind him. “This isn’t helping things.”

Summer squared her shoulders and began for Kenny head-on, already reaching for her ID.

Kenny saw her coming and pulled out an ID of his own when there was about a yard between them. “FBI, get out of my way.”

Summer held up her own credentials, intercepting him when he tried to go around her. “Windlass Security, absolutely not.”

Kenny came to a sudden stop and looked at her with eerily familiar, dark brown eyes. They flashed and burned, frustration written clearly on his face, and he probably would have shouted some more if the gentleman from before hadn’t put a hand on his shoulder.

“Kenny, calm down.”

Summer slowly folded her ID and put it back in her pocket, never once letting her eyes leave her target. “What do you want with Lonnie?”

“What I w—” Kenny stopped suddenly, and his entire demeanor shifted. Like magic, the anger was gone, replaced with a suspicious confusion that held none of his former malice. “What did you just say?”

Summer frowned, but he spoke again before she could even think about replying.

“Sorry. Uh, no cop has ever called him Lonnie before except…” Kenny looked at her for a few more moments and then cleared his throat, extending his hand. “Kenny Winston. Lonnie is my little brother.” He shook her hand and gestured to the older gentleman on his right as well as the man behind him. “Our father, Lester Winston, and Dr. Larry Ingvar, family friend.”

“Summer Raines.” Summer shook their hands in turn, overtaken by an ‘aha’ moment as the introduction sank in. “And I understand. I would be… upset, too.” She would be murderous. “Uh, you’ll be happy to hear Lonnie is doing well. He suffered a minor concussion, but he’s awake and alert. He also has some pretty bad burns on his arms. He dragged another kid out of the fire, a, uh…” Summer pulled her notebook from her pocket and flipped it open, paging through until she found what she was looking for. “Belinda Patel. Her injuries are more severe, and she inhaled a lot of smoke. I spoke with the doctors, and they don’t know if she’s going to make it, but… she’s young and strong, and they seem very hopeful for her.”

Kenny nodded rapidly, seeming more interested in shutting her up so he could go see his brother, but Lester and Dr. Ingvar both shared a slower, more sympathetic nod. Lester had a proud glimmer in his eyes.

Summer cleared her throat and tucked her notebook back into her pocket. “I’ll need to speak with each of you before you leave, but I understand you want to visit. Lonnie is in room 320, with another kid named Eric. Eric needs to stay as long as you’re in the room with Lonnie, and unfortunately, there’s a maximum of three visitors at a time, so…”

Dr. Ingvar immediately stepped back and waved the other two along. “Go, go.”

There were no false pleasantries or obligated ‘are you sure?‘s; Kenny and Lester were walking away before Dr. Ingvar even finished the sentence.

Summer watched them for a moment, and then she turned back to Dr. Ingvar. “You don’t mind if I ask you some questions while you wait?”

Dr. Ingvar shook his head with a knowing smile. “Not at all.”

“Thank you.” Summer folded her arms across her stomach and looked at Dr. Ingvar inquisitively. “North Forest Hospital isn’t the most helpful when it comes to information sharing. What’s Lonnie’s story?”

Dr. Ingvar looked toward the ceiling and let out a wistful sigh, his eyes growing almost reminiscent. “I met Lonnie when he was my student. He was bored out of his mind, pretending his intelligence level was lower than it was, and we would often talk after hours or in between classes. He used me as an excuse to be late from time to time, and in exchange, I got mentally stimulating talk I couldn’t get from most of my students.”

Summer nodded silently, listening to every word and trying to find parallels between Eric’s story and Lonnie’s. They both faked their intelligence level. I wonder how common that is and what lengths consultants will go to.

“We’re well past the statute of limitations for harboring a kid, so I don’t mind telling you I often helped him cover his tracks. I warned him time and time again to be careful…” Dr. Ingvar shook his head with a short sigh. “Lonnie was coasting along with a recorded IQ of 158, right under North Forest Hospital‘s 160 cutoff…” He clucked his tongue and let out another sigh, shaking his head at the ceiling, as if he could still see the moment things went south. “But he was onto something. He was sixteen, and he didn’t want to wait until he was old enough to explain his advanced results. He sent his research out of the country, to a third-world country where he felt it could do the most help and intellect isn’t policed.” Another shake of the head, this one slower. “But, as with all things of worth, there was a cost.”

Summer licked her lips and continued to listen, blue eyes focused, examining Dr. Ingvar’s body language. He appeared a bit vague, almost spacey, but his emotions were genuine, and there was no sign of deceit.

Dr. Ingvar finally looked back down and met her eyes, a sad kind of smile tainting his features. “Kenny had just graduated from the Police Academy when Lonnie was arrested for hacking a bank and draining the overages into his own account.” He frowned, the sadness in his features growing darker, digging deeper, taking a hold. “Kenny requested Lonnie’s services as often as possible, and Lonnie helped Kenny and his fellow officers solve all kinds of crimes. Their closure rate was incredible.” There was a flicker of pride there, but it quickly gave way to the persisting grief. “But North Forest Hospital was watching them because they were related, and Kenny made a bad call. It was an honest mistake—Kenny didn’t even get a formal reprimand—but it was all North Forest Hospital needed to say Lonnie couldn’t be trusted in the field with his brother.” Dr. Ingvar gave a shrug, an invisible weight pulling them back down. “Lonnie still consults on Kenny’s cases whenever he can, but they haven’t seen each other in about five years.” He shook his head. “I don’t think Kenny will ever forgive himself for that.”

Summer closed her eyes briefly, feeling a sharp pain in her sternum, but she quickly shoved it down and pressed forward. “I take it the bombing gave him an excuse to come see Lonnie despite the stipulations.”

Dr. Ingvar nodded. “Lonnie’s injured, and Kenny and Lester are his next of kin. There are some rights even North Forest Hospital can’t encroach on. I tagged along hoping to sneak a quick visit in all the chaos.”

Summer looked over her shoulder at the room, an uneasy feeling settling in her stomach. It made sense that the Winston family would react to the bombing by taking the opportunity to see a family member, but it got her thinking… what else would the incident cause? How many people had been waiting for the right moment to make a move? And what moves would they be making?

“Mm, and that is the question.”

Summer’s head whipped back around. “What?”

Dr. Ingvar was staring at Lonnie’s room, just as she had been, and he had that spacey look on his face again. “It’s a bit of a Catch 22. This attack could be used by a number of people to paint consultants in a light that tightens up restrictions even more.” He tilted his head a bit, lips pursing in consideration. “Or… people could use the bomb to attack North Forest Hospital, saying they can’t keep consultants safe or even that too many restrictions pushed a kid to do this. Now, on the surface, that sounds like it could be a good thing…” He turned away from the room then, looking at Summer with profound worry in his pale green eyes. “But we must consider the alternative: North Forest Hospital is restrained in what they can do because they can still recover from the blows they’ve suffered. If that dynamic changes, they could feel they have nothing to lose by acting suspiciously.” He looked back at Lonnie’s room, growing progressively more troubled. “What will they do then?”

Summer turned her head to look at Lonnie’s room as well, and that feeling in her stomach began to grow. Quick or slow; it all comes down to which option accumulates more bodies. She grabbed her phone from her belt and began scrolling through her contacts. We need that warrant now. We can’t afford not to be in control of this case.

Because Summer had the feeling ‘no bodies’ was no longer an option.

Maybe it never was.

  *

“Georgie.”

Sam had managed to pull Georgie back out of his unresponsive state, but they were a far cry from communication, and every question was like pulling the trigger in a game of Russian Roulette. Sam had no idea which question would be the next question to send Georgie over the edge.

“Georgie, I need you to look at me for a moment.”

Sam had learned he couldn’t ask about the girl who wound up in pieces; it was an immediate shutdown with a ten-minute-minimum recovery period. Questions about North Forest Hospital staff garnered no response, and while certain consultants‘ names got an uncomfortable twitch, there was no telling whether Georgie was uncomfortable because he didn’t like the individual or because he did like the individual and didn’t like that Sam was looking into them.

“Georgie. Look at me.”

Sam stood up and slowly walked around the table, crouching down beside Georgie and leaning against the leg of the table. He reached out and put a hand on Georgie’s arm, waiting to see if he would have the same reaction to physical contact that Eric did.

Georgie leaned into the touch, lingered for a moment, and then pulled away with a start as he remembered himself.

“Georgie, will you please look at me?”

Georgie didn’t respond for several seconds, but Sam didn’t push him. Green eyes blinked, shifted in Sam’s direction, darted away, and then wandered back. Georgie still wouldn’t turn his head, but he was looking at Sam; nearly seven hours of questioning, and Georgie was finally looking at Sam.

“You don’t have to say anything, but if you can, I’d like you to nod or shake your head.” Sam spoke slowly, evenly, calmly, warmly—he spoke to Georgie the way he would a frightened child or rabid animal—and he made gentle contact again. “Did you want to make that bomb, Georgie?”

Georgie turned his head a little to stare at Sam, and then lowered his gaze to the hand still resting on his upper arm. He blinked at it, and then he slowly shook his head.

“Did you want to plant that bomb, Georgie?”

Georgie continued to stare at the hand on his arm, lips wobbling a bit. He opened his mouth to speak, but the door flew open, and just like that, he was closed up again.

“Sam.”

Sam looked at the doorway in confusion and frustration, barely able to keep his temper at bay. “Miller, what are you—?”

“You have to see this.” She shook her head as she spoke, caught somewhere between disbelief and panic. “Right now, Sam.”

Sam felt frustration for another second, and then it was gone, replaced with a worry that twisted uncomfortably in his gut. “Georgie… I’ll be right back.”

Sam got to his feet and followed Jade out of the interrogation room, pulling the door shut behind them. The TV was turned on and up, a little box of light flickering in the corner of the observation room.

“This is on every major news network.” Jade grabbed the remote and turned it up a little more, folding her arms over her chest a moment later.

Sam blinked, quickly scanning the words scrolling across the bottom of the screen.

‘North Forest Hospital USING UNETHICAL PRACTICES IN GENIUS MANAGEMENT?’

“…with us on the phone is Dr. Eisenhower, from the Delaware Psychiatric Center in New Castle,” the newscaster was saying. “Dr. Eisenhower, tell us how you got involved with consultants.”

“Well, about two years ago, I got a call from a good friend from the DSP. He asked me to do a psychiatric evaluation on the kid they hired as a personal favor. He was actually concerned North Forest Hospital was too lenient with their screening—we grew up in a different era of law enforcement, you know—but instead I found this young woman was dangerously overmedicated.”

“Now, when you say overmedicated, what do you—”

Jade changed the channel.

“—surprising. They put their kid on the case, and within days, they got all my money back and caught the men who had hacked my company. I went to meet the guy, to thank him in person, and I don’t know what I was expecting but,” laughter, “he wasn’t it. You know, I think we get this stereotypical narrative that’s just—”

Jade changed the channel again.

“…and I had worked with consultants before, you know. They’re generally rude and sarcastic—not in a malicious way, just a stuck-up one—so I thought I knew what to expect. For, uh, for the most part, I was right, but this kid was running his mouth and making accusations about one of my boys, and, uh, I don’t—”

“Now, Sheriff Merton, when you say, ‘one of your boys,’ you’re talking about a fellow officer, right?”

Sam would have looked at Jade if he had the strength to tear his eyes away. Sheriff Merton? 

“Yeah, that’s right, but, uh… man, I tell you, this kid crossed a line, and I began walking over to him, and he just…” Merton’s voice disappeared for a moment, though there was no click to indicate the call was over. “I can’t describe it. He was just… scared. Cornered. Like we were… I don’t know, rabid dogs, and he wasn’t even gonna bother running. He just stood there, scared out of his mind, and…” Merton exhaled slowly. “I don’t know if there’s anything to these rumors going around, and I don’t have any real evidence of something, but… if you told me North Forest Hospital did some awful thing to put the fear of God into that kid, I’d believe you in a heartbeat.”

“Wow. I mean, just wow. We are all in shock here at the studio, as I imagine our viewers are at home. Sheriff Merton, thank you for calling in today. Ladies and gentlemen, if you’re just tuning in, there was an explosion in the North Forest Hospital facility in Denver, Colorado early this morning. People have been calling in to share their experiences with consultants as we wait for a statement from the government. Roughly three hours ago, Fox News received a call from someone claiming North Forest Hospital is using unethical methods to control their consultants. CNN received a similar call about twenty minutes later from a different individual, and now we’re up to three hundred reports and counting, each one of th—”

Jade changed the channel yet again, and an even more familiar voice awaited them.

“—y’know? Never seen anything like it in my whole life. Honestly, I can’t even stay on that long, ‘cause we’re scared they’re gonna track us through our cell phone. I don’t know what they’re doin’ to the consultants, but people ain’t supposed to be shipped in boxes. Y’know?”

Sam couldn’t hold back the smile. Yes, Tony, we know.

“Now, Mr. Hester, you found Cindy while driving a truck for Johnson Medical. Correct?”

“Yes. Don’t know how many other boxes had bodies. Don’t like to think about it, y’know? But I can tell you Johnson Medical doesn’t only ship for North Forest Hospital. I think most of the stuff they send ‘round is fine. North Forest Hospital‘s real secretive about their stuff. You had to get special training to drive the truck for that route, but the pay was good, so… y’know.”

“Yes, understandably. Mr. Hester, could you tell our viewers—”

Bang!

Everyone startled, hands flying to holsters instinctively, but it took another gunshot before they bolted for the interrogation room. Sam had only seconds to take everything in, the news broadcast still ringing in his ears as his brain struggled to make a sudden shift for the second time in five minutes.

What the—?

Blake Shawon, one of the North Forest Hospital guards, was on the floor with a gun in his hand and a bloody, half-blown head. Georgie was on the floor, bleeding profusely from his neck with his hands still fastened to the table.

“Georgie!”

“Blake!” The remaining North Forest Hospital guard ran over and took his gun from him, tossing it aside.

Sam pointed to her as he moved toward Georgie, looking at Jade with eyes that gave a silent order to keep both eyes on the guard while his lips gave a not-so-silent order to, “Call an ambulance!”

Sam dropped to his knees and peeled off his jacket, bunching it up and pressing it against Georgie’s throat as hard as he could without cutting off the air supply. “Hey, can you look at me? Georgie, look at me.”

Georgie blinked slowly, green eyes wandering across the ceiling before sliding to an unsteady stop on Sam’s face. Georgie sighed heavily, tongue moving like he wanted to say something, but then he just sighed again.

“You’re gonna be alright.” Sam brushed his hair back out of his face and tilted his head, pressing down on his neck a little harder. “You’re gonna be alright, Georgie.”

Georgie’s eyes rolled back into his head as another lungful of air pushed out, his body going slack on the floor.

“Georgie.” Sam slapped his cheek a few times. “Georgie, wake up! Georgie, I need you to stay with me. Georgie!”

What just happened?

  *

“Mr. Prichard?”

Sam simultaneously raised his head and rubbed the sleep from his eyes. “Yes.” He stood up, unsteady at first, and displayed the credentials he had been toying with for the past twenty minutes. “That’s me.”

“Dr. Royce,” the man replied, extending his hand with a warm but tired smile. “I wish I could say I was the trauma surgeon who worked on this kid, but he’s sleeping on a gurney right now.” They shook hands, and Dr. Royce grabbed the clipboard from under his arm. “You’ll have to settle for secondhand information tonight.”

Sam offered a weak smile of his own. “I suppose I can forgive him for taking a coffee break after a day like this.” He slipped his hands into his pockets, trying not to yawn. “What can you tell me about Georgie?”

Dr. Royce looked down at the clipboard in his hands. “Well, the short version is, he’s going to be alright. If the bullet had been half a centimeter to the left, he would have been killed instantly. He won’t be walking out any time this week, but… in a month? Maybe.” Dr. Royce gave a shrug. “We’ll take what we can get.” He cleared his throat and indicated the clipboard by lifting it a bit. “Says here our boy’s a kid. That right?”

Sam couldn’t help but feel automatically suspicious. There was no method for predicting how kid status would be received, particularly not since the media explosion.

But Dr. Royce held up his hands in a gesture of surrender. “Hey, I’m a doctor. I want every patient in this building safe and healthy. I just want to know if we need to initiate any kind of protective custody.”

Sam relaxed, but stopped short of shaking his head. “Well, we’re going to have a detective outside his door at all times. Is there something further you can do?”

Dr. Royce jerked his thumb over his shoulder, indicating the receptionist desk. “We can have them screen anyone entering this wing.” He shrugged. “We’ve had high-profile patients before, and we’re the main hospital for detectives and consultants because of proximity.”

Sam nodded in understanding. “I would appreciate that. I’ll have our liaison send a list of cleared individuals to your desk.”

Dr. Royce nodded and then looked back at the chart again. “There is another reason I asked about his intelligence status.” He looked back up, and the look on his face was a blend of sympathetic and disgusted.

Sam frowned. He didn’t like the way that sounded.

“His vocal cords were removed,” Dr. Royce said bluntly. “These kids aren’t allowed to smoke, and while he could have created nodules with extensive talking, the chances of him needing his vocal cords completely removed are slim.” Dr. Royce pressed his lips into a thin line. “Keep in mind, this is different from being mute. It isn’t just his voice. It’s laughing, screaming, crying, moaning, grunting… he can’t make a sound.”

Sam cursed out loud, more colorfully than usual, and rubbed his forehead. “I couldn’t figure out why he wouldn’t talk when he looked like he wanted to. I thought he was just afraid.”

Dr. Royce frowned, drumming his fingers on the side of the clipboard. “You were questioning a kid and North Forest Hospital didn’t tell you they were physically incapable of answering anything but yes or no questions?”

Sam gave him an exhausted, long-suffering look. “No, they did not.” He dropped his gaze and swore again. “Of course, he still didn’t answer the yes or no ones, but they were watching the whole time.” Between cuffed hands, no vocal cords, and the ingrained fear of law enforcement, it was no wonder Georgie had refused to communicate.

Dr. Royce was silent for a moment, but then he offered a soft smile. “Well, maybe now he can have a real talk with you.” He gestured down the hall in the opposite direction of the receptionist desk. “Do you want to see him?”

Sam was surprised. “He’s conscious?”

“Barely, but you might be able to get something out of him.” Dr. Royce was already walking down the hall, beckoning Sam with a finger. “It’s hard to tell if he’s still half-sedated or if he’s traumatized, but in my professional opinion, the kid’s shell-shocked. Unfortunately, we haven’t been able to get a hold of any of North Forest Hospital‘s psychiatrists…” He slowed down and turned his head a bit. “Although, under the circumstances, do you think I should?”

Sam looked into the rooms he passed, sobered by the thought that, while not as close to death’s door as Georgie, each one had a kid injured in an unnecessary, political explosion.

“No.” Sam followed Dr. Royce into Room 546. “I would prefer you have one of your psychiatrists talk to him.” He paused. “Actually, I would prefer you have your psychiatrists evaluate all the consultants.”

Dr. Royce nodded his head, pulling his pager from his hip and reading the message. “If you think it’s appropriate, we can give them full physicals, too.”

“I think that’s more than appropriate.” Sam nodded and approached the bed where Georgie lay amongst the sheets and wires. “I want all of the results sent to Windlass Security.”

“Consider it done.” Dr. Royce turned toward the door, returning his pager to his belt. “Excuse me. I’ll be right back.”

Sam nodded his head with a quiet word of thanks, and then he leaned over the hospital bed. “Georgie?” he said softly, gently nudging the young man on the shoulder. “Georgie, this is Mr. Prichard with Windlass Security. Do you remember me?”

Georgie opened his eyes, took one look at Sam, and burst into tears. He began rubbing his fist in a circle on his chest, shaking his head back and forth.

Sam had begun to learn American Sign Language ever since he found out Eric and his friends used it to communicate, and he didn’t know much, but he knew how to sign ‘sorry.’

“Georgie, what are you sorry for?”

Georgie began to sign some more, and while it was a short sentence on repeat, Sam wasn’t familiar with the words. Sam reached into his jacket to grab his notebook while Georgie kept repeating the same thing, silent tears rolling down his cheeks.

It was so unnatural. Eerie.

Not speaking was one thing, but the way Georgie cried was… unnerving, to say the least. Rapid exhales and inhales, tears and a running nose, reddened cheeks, lips twisted and ugly, but… no cries. Not loud, not soft, not harsh, not stuttering, just… not.

“Georgie, here.” Sam handed over the notebook and a pen. “I’m sorry. I’m not fluent. Try to take a deep breath, calm down, and tell me with this.”

Georgie grabbed the booklet and began writing frantically, tears still rolling down his cheeks. He handed it back, desperately pointing to the same sentence over and over.

‘I killed them.’

Sam looked up from the notebook. “Yes, you did, but you told me you didn’t want to build the bomb.” Georgie had never had the chance to answer whether or not he wanted to plant the bomb, but that was a formality; Sam was certain he knew the answer already. “Why did you set off the bomb, Georgie?”

Georgie took the pad back and began to write again. He had to stop halfway through to catch his breath, and by the time he was scratching down the last word, his monitor had began beeping.

“Georgie, you have to calm down. You have to breathe.” Sam put a hand on Georgie’s shoulder but tried to avoid anything that might recreate the sensation of being held down. “Georgie, it’s okay. It’s okay, shh, you need to take a deep breath—”

“Sorry, Detective—” Dr. Royce was suddenly there, pushing Sam aside to get to the oxygen. “—we’re gonna have to sedate.”

“I understand.” Sam stepped back to get out of the way, looking down at his hands as he realized he had taken the pad back at some point during the altercation. He looked at the written answer just as Georgie slumped back into the sheets, breathing heavily and staring at the ceiling with once again vacant eyes.

Dr. Royce stepped away from the bed, leaving Georgie in the capable hands of a nurse Sam, quite honestly, hadn’t even noticed up to that point. “Do you know what it was that triggered him?”

Sam frowned. “He was upset from the moment he saw me, but… I asked him why he made the bomb.” He handed over the notebook without another word.

Words weren’t really necessary.

Dr. Royce looked at the tablet for a moment and then handed it back. “I will get those psych evals underway, and we’ll update you as frequently as we can.”

“I would appreciate that.” Sam took the notebook back, never once letting his eyes stray from the young man—the incredibly young, barely an adult, scared and vulnerable and confused man—on the bed.

We’re going to make this right. 

As right as they could. Much of the damage North Forest Hospital had done was irreversible—Georgie and his silent cries were a painful reminder of that—but whatever they could do, they would.

Sam heaved a sigh and pulled his phone from his pocket, flipping it open and dialing Darren. He didn’t even know what he was going to say, he just needed to tell someone. He needed someone to be disgusted and angry with him, he needed to hear someone say they were going to find a way to fix things.

“Hey, I was just going to call you.” Darren sounded tired but, somehow, energetic, and he was certainly more positive than Sam. “DHS called me five minutes ago. She’s making some progress on warrants, going floor by floor. There’s a lot of balking on the secret basement and some of the floors containing research related to national security, but we’re getting there, and Chief Donaldson is offering the full assistance of Organized Crime.”

That was good. That was great. That was a wonderful update, and Sam was happy. He was, truly, and he would be even more elated when it sank in that they were finally going to get some answers—get some justice—and fix the problem they had let grow under their noses.

“Sam?”

“I asked him why he did it.”

God bless Darren, who didn’t need to ask who Sam was talking about or comment on his lack of enthusiasm over the update. Bless Darren, who simply asked, “What did he say?”

Sam looked at the notepad in his hand for a moment and cleared his throat. “He couldn’t say anything. He’s completely mute. North Forest Hospital took his vocal chords.”

“You’re kidding.”

“No.” Sam cleared his throat again. “He wrote something, though.”

Darren waited for a moment, and then he pressed. “What did he write?”

Sam raised his eyes to Georgie for a moment, and then shifted his eyes back to the notepad. He looked at the chicken scratch, the words scrawled in haste, tears dotting the paper in between the curls and corners of ink, making it run.

“‘I didn’t want to lose my eyes.’”


EPILOGUE

“So, all that fighting with Indie? That was all part of your plan?” Denny was staring at Sam.

“I’m afraid so,” Sam said. “I couldn’t tell anybody, because I was afraid I might slip. Based on everything Indie and I could learn about NFH, there was something sinister going on. It was only by contracting with them for Eric that I was able to find a way in. Considering how thorough they could be at eliminating people who gave them problems, I was about to put Indie and the kids at risk. That meant I had to keep them at arm’s length throughout the investigation.”

Denny shook his head. “And what about Eric?” he asked. “What’s going to happen to him, now?”

Sam grinned. “Eric isn’t going anywhere,” he said. “I’m afraid the team is going to have to become accustomed to having him around. Ron and Jeff have already arranged an apartment for him, one of the special apartments upstairs. Melanie is probably going to be in the other one, at least for a while. She’s been requested by some of Harry’s old friends in D.C.”

“What about the rest of the consultants? Are any of them going to go free?”

“Most of them are, but under varying levels of supervision. Most of them never really had any criminal intent, they were just too smart for their own good. Those that simply can’t be trusted are being sent to a special facility for the criminally insane. It looks like a prison on the outside, but it’s more like a nursing home on the inside.”

“Yeah, are you sure about that, mate?” Denny asked. “Seems to me, one prison is pretty much like another.”

Sam’s eyes glinted. “Well, all I can say is that we’ll have to pay attention. Since Eric is close to a couple of the people who are going there, that gives us a reason to drop in once in a while and check it out.”
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