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1

“A ll units be advised, the suspect was seen at the Gas and Go off of Exit 179 on I-5 heading northbound.” Detective Jim North released the talk button on the radio, the grey suit he wore fit snuggly against his muscular six-foot frame, his blue tie laying at an angle over his white shirt. Curly brown hair matched a pair of chocolate brown eyes that he focused on the police vehicle’s onboard computer.

Detective  Kerry  Martin  held  the  steering  wheel  tight,  her  shoulders tense  beneath  her  black  suit  jacket  and  green  blouse.  Clusters  of  freckles dotted  her  fair  skinned  cheeks,  and  she  brushed  strands  of  her  shoulder-length auburn hair out of her sky-blue eyes. “How far out are we?”

“Three minutes,” Jim answered.

A line of blue and red lights trailed the unmarked Ford Interceptor as it parted traffic.

“When  did  the  tip  come  in?”  Kerry  asked,  noting  the  speedometer ticking past ninety miles per hour.

“Ten minutes ago,” Jim answered.

Kerry fidgeted in her seat. “That’s too long, they might already be in the car by the time we get there, and if this turns into a chase—”

“I’m aware of the statistics, Kerry.”

The  Amber  Alert  for  five-year-old  Chrissy  Mercer  had  gone  out  less than three hours ago, and a tip arrived through the hotline.

Hurried chatter flooded through the radio as local units responded to the city-wide alert for the missing girl.

“This  is  Unit  17.  We  have  visual  on  a  green  Chevy  Tahoe  parked  in front of the Gas and Go.”

Jim  squeezed  the  receiver  so  hard  the  plastic  cracked.  “Do  you  have eyes on the suspect or our girl?”

“Negative. The vehicle appears to be empty.”

“They must be inside,” Kerry said.

“Secure the building,” Jim said. “All exits covered. I don’t want to lose them.”

Kerry turned off the exit from the highway, barely slowing down on the curve of the offramp, and the force slammed Jim against the door.

“I told you to wear your seatbelt,” Kerry said.

“Maybe next time I should drive,” Jim said.

Once Kerry exited the offramp, the Gas and Go came into view down the  road,  along  with  the  three  units  already  on  the  scene,  and  one  of  the police vehicles had boxed Garry Mercer’s vehicle into its parking spot.

Kerry  added  their  Interceptor  to  the  cluster  of  cruisers  camped  in  the parking lot, and she and Jim exited the vehicle.

“Where are we at?” Kerry asked, joining the uniformed officers at the front of their vehicles.

One of the uniforms gestured to the building. He was a young man, his hair buzzed short, the creases on his uniform so fresh that the kid couldn’t have been more than a few months out of the academy. “Two exits, the front and the back, and we have officers covering both.”

Jim  quickly  scanned  the  area,  noting  the  growing  crowd  of  civilians watching the events unfold. “Any more units that arrive on the scene should be used as crowd control.”

“Yes, sir,” the uniform said.

Jim  walked  up  to  the  SUV  and  peered  through  the  back  window.  He saw  a  light  purple  backpack  and  a  white  stuffed  rabbit  on  the  floorboard behind  the  front  passenger  seat.  Both  items  matched  the  description Chrissy’s parents provided when they reported their daughter’s abduction.

Kerry  joined  Jim  by  the  SUV  and  lowered  her  voice.  “What  are  you thinking?”

Jim turned to the front of the Gas and Go. The windows were covered with  bars  and  posters  for  cigarettes,  milk,  and  lottery  tickets,  making  it impossible to see the situation inside. “All of this attention is going to make Garry agitated.”

Garry Mercer had been identified as their suspect by his sister, Chrissy’s mother. Three years ago, Garry had been caught with a stash of kiddie porn.

The  family  didn’t  report  him,  but  put  him  into  therapy  to  treat  his

‘condition.’

“Did the search team ever find the pistol his sister said he keeps at the house?” Kerry asked.

“No,” Jim answered.

Jim and Kerry had searched Garry’s residence after the report had been filed.  The  man  had  packed  quickly,  leaving  his  dresser  drawers  open  and clothes spilled about his bedroom. But he had left behind a small notebook that detailed his growing obsession with his five-year-old niece. The details of his fantasy were… graphic.

More police vehicles arrived, and the young officer coordinated crowd control  just  as  Jim  had  requested.  An  ambulance  arrived  shortly  after,  the standard  protocol  for  a  hostage  situation,  though  Jim  hoped  the  medics wouldn’t be needed.

“We need to go inside and talk him down,” Jim said. “Garry’s a recluse, a loner. He doesn’t want to be in the spotlight, and right now, he has a lot of attention focused on him.”

“Yeah, well, that’s what happens when you’re a pedophile,” Kerry said.

Jim  unholstered  the  pistol  on  his  hip,  and  Kerry  mirrored  his  action.

“He’ll keep the girl close. He might even threaten any civilians inside.”

“I take it we’re not waiting for the hostage negotiator?” Kerry asked.

Jim shook his head. “We don’t have time. Garry’s anxiety will worsen the longer this drags out, and he’ll become even more irrational. We need to end this quickly.”

Kerry and Jim converged at the front of the car, the pair nearly the same height with Kerry only shorter by inches. They were a formidable pair.

Jim turned toward the gas station. Neon signs and advertisements hung behind barred windows, blocking the interior.

“I’ll take a right, you take a left?” Kerry asked.

Jim nodded. “Let’s go.”

Jim  and  Kerry  moved  tactically  toward  the  front  door.  Jim  held  his pistol with both hands, his arms rigid, but he maintained a light touch on the weapon’s grip. He approached the door first and waited for Kerry to move into position. She nodded once she was ready, and Jim reached for the door handle and pulled it open.

The  bell  at  the  top  of  the  door  chimed  from  their  entrance,  and  Kerry rushed  inside  first,  Jim  following  soon  after,  their  movements  swift  and

efficient from practice.

“Clear,” Kerry said, her weapon still aimed.

“Clear,” Jim said.

The inside of the Gas and Go was small. Four rows of aisles sat off to Jim’s left, and the checkout counter was on the right next to Kerry. Drink coolers lined the left and back walls, forming an L shape, the refrigeration humming and breaking the silence.

Kerry approached the counter and peered over the side where she found the cashier hidden out of sight. Kerry gestured for the employee to remain hidden,  and  then  slowly  rejoined  Jim,  keeping  her  voice  hushed.  “One behind the counter.”

Jim  nodded.  “You  head  straight,  and  I’ll  curve  around  the  back  of  the aisles.”

“Copy.”

Jim  veered  to  his  left,  moving  methodically  past  the  candy  bars  and slowed as he neared the end of the aisle. He turned the corner smoothly, and saw Garry Mercer sitting on the dirty white tile, his back wedged up against one  of  the  cooler  doors,  his  left  arm  pressing  Chrissy  Mercer  against  his body, and his right hand holding a pistol.

The  moment  Garry  saw  Jim,  the  man’s  eyes  bulged  from  his  skull.

Trembling, he aimed the weapon at Jim. “Don’t come any closer!”

Jim froze. “You need to let your niece go, Garry.”

Garry’s  eyes  widened  with  panic.  Sweat  dripped  down  his  face  as  he hyperventilated. “N-n-no. I just want to be left alone.” He glanced down at Chrissy, unable to keep himself still. “We both want to be left alone.”

“That’s not your decision to make.” Jim took one step forward, careful not to provoke the man. “Your sister wants her daughter back—”

“No!” Garry thundered his defiance, and spittle flew onto his chin, all of his anxiety and fear exploding into anger at the drop of a hat. “I will not be pushed aside! My desires are not wrong!”

Jim stopped. At least twenty feet separated him from Garry and Chrissy.

It  was  too  far  for  him  to  make  a  move,  and  he  didn’t  dare  take  his  eyes away from Garry to get a lock on Kerry’s position.

“I know how much pain you’re in, Garry,” Jim said, trying a different approach. “But, I know you don’t want that pain to affect Chrissy, right?”

Garry looked down at his niece. His features softened. “I don’t want to hurt her. I wanted us to be together. I wanted people to give us a chance. My

sister doesn’t understand!”

With  Garry  distracted,  Jim  used  the  moment  to  locate  Kerry.  She  had neared the last aisle and was close to the beverage coolers. But Jim couldn’t tell from her angle if she had a clear shot.

The longer the situation dragged out, the more dangerous it became for Chrissy. Jim needed to resolve this now.

“I  understand  what  you’re  going  through.”  Jim  slowly  lowered  his weapon  and  then  watched  Garry’s  surprise  as  he  holstered  the  pistol.

“You’re afraid to be who you are.”

“Yes,” Garry said, his voice barely louder than a whisper.

Unarmed, Jim restarted his approach, hoping to gain Garry’s trust. “It’s not fair, is it?”

Garry clung to Jim’s words as tears filled his eyes. “No.”

Jim approached slowly, but he gained considerable ground. On the way, he spotted two more trembling civilians hiding between the aisles.

Garry adjusted his grip on his pistol, but he didn’t relinquish the weapon or the girl. “I just want us to be together, but no one wants that for us.”

Chrissy’s lips quivered as she struggled beneath her uncle’s formidable grip. The girl looked scared out of her mind.

“It’s time to let her go, Garry,” Jim said. “It’s time for all of this to be done with.”

Arm  trembling,  and  the  weapon  still  aimed  at  Jim,  Garry  shook  his head. “I can’t do that.”

Less than five feet separated Jim from Garry and Chrissy. “You can. All you have to do is let go.”

Chrissy whimpered, her eyes red and her cheeks wet with tears.

Garry bared his teeth, the muscles along his neck tensing along with the rest of his body. The man was on edge, dangling both himself and his niece precariously over the side.

Jim extended a steady hand, his voice calm despite the intensity of the situation. “Do it for Chrissy. If you really love her, you’ll let her go.”

The  anger  in  Garry’s  face  slowly  dissipated,  and  he  cast  a  nervous glance down to his niece, who was crying now.

Jim  didn’t  know  if  it  was  his  own  words  or  Chrissy’s  traumatized response to the situation, but Garry slowly lowered his weapon.

“I just wanted us to be happy,” Garry said.

“I know,” Jim said, his hand still extended. “Give me the gun, Garry.”

Garry  stopped  the  lowering  of  the  pistol  and  looked  up  at  Jim  with wide, expressive eyes. “Tell my sister that we’ll miss her.”

It took a moment for Garry’s words to register, but everything was made clear when Jim saw Garry aim the weapon at Chrissy’s head.

Jim  lunged  forward,  acting  purely  on  instinct,  and  he  grabbed  hold  of Garry’s  arm  just  before  the  barrel  pressed  against  Chrissy’s  temple.  Jim channeled every ounce of his strength into disarming Garry, and as the men struggled, a gunshot sounded.

Unsure if anyone had been hit, Jim finally ripped the gun out of Garry’s grip and then pinned the man to the floor.

“Don’t  move!”  Jim  barked,  his  voice  excited  from  adrenaline,  and flattened Garry against the cold white tile.

It wasn’t until Garry was secured that Jim saw the blood smeared onto the floor, and his heart skipped a beat, afraid the blood belonged to Chrissy.

But Jim found the girl huddled in a ball of tears next to the endcap of the aisle. Aside from the trauma of the moment, she looked to be unharmed.

Kerry appeared at the end of the aisle, holstering her weapon as a flood of officers rushed into the building in response to the gunfire.

It  had  been  Kerry  who  fired,  and  she  crouched  down  by  Chrissy  to check on the girl. “Hey, sweetie, you’re all right.”

Jim  saw  the  gunshot  wound  on  Garry’s  shoulder.  The  man  squirmed uncomfortably  with  his  belly  on  the  tile,  slithering  like  an  eel  that  found itself out of water. “Chrissy? Chrissy, I love you! Do you hear me? I love you so much!”

Jim  stood,  staring  down  at  the  man  with  contempt  as  officers  rushed down the aisle. “Get him out of here.”

The  uniforms  scooped  Garry  off  the  floor,  practically  having  to  carry the man out of the store, drips of blood trailing his exit.

Jim turned to the five-year-old Chrissy, who remained hunched on the floor  next  to  Kerry.  The  little  girl  had  her  face  buried  in  her  knees, trembling.

“Chrissy?” Jim asked, his voice soft and kind.

The  girl  slowly  lifted  her  head  just  high  enough  for  Jim  to  see  her bloodshot, tear-filled eyes, wearing the same expression Jim had seen on so many  children  during  his  time  as  a  detective.  It  was  a  mixture  of  fear, confusion, and resentment.

“We’re here to take you home,” Jim said. “Would you like to see your mother now?”

Chrissy maintained a skeptical gaze, but she slowly nodded her head.

Jim  offered  his  hand  to  the  girl,  exposing  the  scars  that  covered  his palm.  Chrissy  eyed  the  old  wounds  curiously  for  a  moment,  then  locked eyes with Jim, who smiled.

Finally, Chrissy grabbed hold of Jim’s hand.
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J im rode with Chrissy in the backseat of the Interceptor on their return to the precinct. The girl hadn’t let go of Jim’s hand since she had grabbed it at the gas station.

Chrissy  gently  ran  her  fingers  over  the  raised  scars  that crisscrossed  his  palm.  She  had  been  studying  the  old  wounds  for  the  past ten minutes.

“What happened?” Chrissy finally asked, her eyes still focused on the scars.

Jim saw Kerry’s eyes glance at him through the rearview mirror before focusing  on  the  road  again.  The  truth  of  what  happened  to  Jim  wasn’t appropriate for the five-year-old to hear, especially after what she had just gone through, so he kept his answer vague.

“Someone hurt me a long time ago,” Jim said.

Chrissy looked up, her brown eyes as wide as a full moon in a night sky.

“Was it scary?”

Jim nodded. “But I tried really hard to be brave. Just like you.”

Chrissy lowered her eyes, continuing to run her little fingers over Jim’s scars. “I didn’t feel very brave. I was scared.”

“The only time you can be brave is when you’re scared,” Jim said, and then he closed his hand around Chrissy’s tiny fist, pulling the girl’s attention upward. “And you were very brave.”

A smile broke through Chrissy’s sadness, and she leaned against Jim’s side, the pair holding hands until they arrived at the precinct.

A few reporters attempted to snap pictures, the media becoming a bit of a permanent fixture around the Five.

Jim  and  Kerry  had  been  on  a  hot  streak  with  their  cases,  which  had caught the attention of local media outlets.

But Kerry didn’t stop to talk to the reporters as she parked around back, protecting  Chrissy  from  the  cameras  and  lights.  After  everything  the  girl had  just  gone  through,  the  last  thing  she  needed  was  more  frantic  energy from people she didn’t know.

Once parked out of the view from the reporters, Jim picked Chrissy out of the car and carried her inside, her arms wrapped around his neck and her cheek  resting  on  his  shoulder,  where  it  remained  until  Chrissy  heard  her mother’s voice.

“Oh my god, Chrissy?” Tina Mercer shot up from her chair, the stress and panic she had experienced over the past several hours still etched on her face.

Tina sprinted to her daughter with her husband, Gerald, not far behind.

Jim  carefully  handed  Chrissy  over  to  her  mother,  Tina  wrapping  the  little girl up in her arms and gasping for air as though it had been the first breath she had taken since her daughter was abducted.

Jim  stood  off  to  the  side  with  Kerry,  giving  the  family  a  moment  to themselves.  For  them,  the  cases  weren’t  about  the  success  rates,  or  the records, or the attaboys and citations, it was for this: bringing families back together again.

Tina Mercer showered her daughter with kisses and then passed Chrissy into  her  father’s  arms,  who  performed  the  same  ritual.  Arms  free,  Tina covered  her  mouth  with  both  hands,  her  eyes  smiling  and  tear-filled, shaking her head as she stared at Jim and Kerry. When she finally dropped her hands, her mouth was twisted between relief and sadness.

“Thank  you,”  Tina  said,  her  voice  a  whispering  quiver  as  she  walked over  to  Jim  and  wrapped  her  arms  around  him  tightly.  “Thank  you  so much.”

Jim smiled, leaning back from Tina’s embrace. “I’m glad she’s safe.”

Tina  wiped  her  eyes  and  then  hugged  Kerry  before  returning  to  her family. “I don’t think there is anything we could do to show our gratitude.”

“We’re just glad Chrissy is safe,” Jim said.

Gerald Mercer shook Jim and Kerry’s hands. “Thank you. I wish I could say more, but…. Thank you.”

“We’re going to have an officer escort you to the hospital,” Kerry said.

“It’s just a precaution for Chrissy to make sure everything is okay. If you

need  anything  or  if  you  have  any  questions,  you  have  both  of  our  cell phones. And we’ll be in touch about the trial.”

The Mercer parents nodded quickly as they sandwiched their daughter between them in a loving embrace. “Okay.”

A  uniformed  officer  approached  the  Mercer  family  and  escorted  them through  the  building.  Chrissy  Mercer  turned  in  her  father’s  arms,  waving goodbye to Jim and Kerry before hugging her arms tight around her father’s neck.

Jim reciprocated the wave and then stared down at his disfigured palm.

He touched one of the raised white scars in the same manner Chrissy had done, reflecting on his past and the pain that fueled him to work. As a child he had lived in the shadows, fighting for his own survival against all of the monsters that lurked in the darkness. But he didn’t hide anymore. Now, he was the one chasing monsters.

“You all right?” Kerry asked.

Jim dropped his hands and nodded. “We’ll need to get a statement ready for the lieutenant and finish up the paperwork.”

Kerry studied Jim for a moment. “It’s been a while since anyone’s asked about those.” She gestured to his hands.

Jim’s  scars  had  always  been  a  topic  of  discussion  growing  up.  People wanted to know what happened, but he was very selective in who he told.

“North, Martin.”

Jim and Kerry turned at the sound of their names and found their short-statured lieutenant glaring at them from the hallway.

“My office.”

Jim and Kerry exchanged a glance before they followed their lieutenant.

“You think it’s about me, or you?” Jim asked.

“Probably both,” Kerry answered.

Lieutenant Susan Mullocks stood behind her desk, hands planted on her hips.  She  was  nearing  forty,  her  wavy  brown  hair  tumbling  down  her shoulders.  She  barely  cleared  five  feet,  but  she  made  up  for  it  with  her persona. She was a strikingly beautiful woman, but her piercing green eyes could  cut  down  anyone,  and  right  now,  those  emerald  eyes  were  boring down on Jim.

“Shut the door,” Mullocks said.

Jim obliged and then joined Kerry in the center of the office, where they braced for their dressing down.

“I read an interesting statement from one of the civilians inside the store where  you  recovered  Chrissy  Mercer,”  Mullocks  said.  “You  never  holster your  weapon,  Jim.  Not  when  you’re  dealing  with  an  armed  hostage situation in close quarters.”

“I know the tactic was unconventional, but it worked,” Jim said.

Mullocks laughed, but there was no joy in it; it was mocking. “And you think that just because it worked, that makes it all right? You of all people should know better.”

“Yes, ma’am,” Jim said.

Mullocks  ground  her  teeth,  muttered  something  to  herself,  and  then collapsed into the chair. “The only reason that you’re not suspended is that the girl is alive and unharmed.” She rolled her chair close to the desk and planted her elbows onto the desk. “But I want to make clear that this type of behavior will not be tolerated. I don’t care about the hot streak that the two of you have been on, and I doubt you do either. But if I get one more report either of you are bending the rules, I’m putting you on administrative leave.

I’ve already received permission from the Captain.”

Jim knew the lieutenant didn’t make idle threats, and he recognized that he had been playing the job looser than he normally did, but he had always trusted  himself  to  make  the  right  call  in  times  of  crisis.  “I  understand, Lieutenant.”

Mullocks let her gaze linger on Jim a few seconds before she turned her attention  to  Kerry.  “And  you.  Shooting  a  suspect  with  a  hostage?  I  didn’t realize we were in the Wild West.”

“We’re not in the Wild West, ma’am,” Kerry answered.

Mullocks  planted  both  of  her  palms  onto  the  table  and  then  leaned forward. “Then can you explain to me what was running through your mind when you shot a man who had a five-year-old girl as a hostage?”

“The suspect was going to kill her,” Kerry answered.

“You  two  should  have  waited  for  a  negotiator  instead  of  barging  in,”

Mullocks said, crossing her arms. “All it would have taken was that bullet to  move  slightly  off  target  and  we  would  be  having  a  different  kind  of meeting.”

The last thing either Jim or Kerry wanted was to be off the job, but they also  knew  that  while  Mullocks  was  hard  on  her  detectives,  she  protected with a ferocity reserved for mother lions.

“There  wasn’t  any  other  play,  Lieutenant,”  Jim  said.  “I  didn’t  have  a clear shot, and if Kerry hadn’t have acted, the news would be talking about the  death  of  a  five-year-old  girl  instead  of  a  successful  capture  of  the suspect and his victim.”

Mullocks nodded and then grunted. “It always looks different in the heat of the moment.” She spoke quietly, almost like she was speaking to herself.

She  shook  her  head  and  then  pointed  to  Kerry.  “I  expect  you  to  handle yourself  at  the  review  board  hearing.  And  let’s  not  make  it  a  regular occurrence to shoot a suspect with a hostage.”

“Yes, ma’am,” Kerry said.

Both  detectives  understood  it  was  better  to  take  the  dressing  down without any pushback. The lieutenant was only doing her job, and that was making sure her detectives stayed on the straight and narrow.

“You two still have so much to do,” Mullocks said, taking a softer tone.

“Don’t lose the badge over something that is still well within your control.”

“Understood,” Kerry said.

“Yes, ma’am,” Jim said.

Mullocks motioned toward the door and then turned her attention to the computer. “I want the paperwork finished for Garry Mercer within the hour.

Dismissed.”

Jim and Kerry turned toward the door at the same time and stepped out of the office and into the hallway, leaving the door open.

They  said  nothing  on  the  way  to  their  desks,  but  once  both  sat comfortably in their chairs and out of the lieutenant’s earshot, they spoke.

“Do you think she’s right?” Kerry asked.

Jim and Kerry’s desk faced one another, as did every other team in the detective  squad.  “About  what?”  Jim  turned  to  his  computer,  wanting  to finish  the  reports  so  they  could  be  ready  for  the  next  case  that  landed  on their desks.

“Are we getting too big for our britches?”

Jim considered his response before he spoke. “I don’t think we’ve done anything outside of our limits.”

“So you think the lieutenant is wrong,” Kerry said.

Jim  shook  his  head.  “She’s  only  doing  her  job.  We’re  her responsibility.”

Kerry  leaned  back  into  her  chair  and  exhaled  a  long  breath  as  she glanced down to her shield, which was clipped on her belt. “Maybe she’s

right.  I  think  I’ve  let  our  success  go  to  my  head  a  little.  I  wouldn’t  have normally taken that shot.”

Jim turned all of his attention to Kerry. “You reacted at the moment, and it  worked  out.  Don’t  second  guess  yourself.  Because  the  next  time  it happens, you might not have the same level of response.”

Kerry pressed her palms together in front of her chest and gave a small bow. “Thank you, Sensei.”

At  thirty-five,  Kerry  was  a  new  detective,  having  taken  almost  fifteen years to earn her detective’s shield. And with Jim her junior by ten years, it had been an odd coupling at first. But they had found their rhythm and had grown fond of each other. It had been a long time since either of them had a partner they could trust.

“Mail  call.”  One  of  the  uniformed  officers  walked  by  with  a  bin, flopping a stack of documents between Kerry and Jim’s desks.

Jim  reached  for  the  stack.  “You  do  know  we’re  two  different  people, right, Mick?”

Mick  Stanton  had  been  a  cop  for  over  forty  years.  He  had  joined  the academy  fresh  out  of  high  school,  just  two  months  after  his  eighteenth birthday. Back then, you could still join when you were eighteen, like in the military. He had never ascended above the rank of patrolman and had spent his later years in charge of the Fifth Precinct’s mailroom.

Mick looked between Jim and Kerry and then shrugged. “You’ll figure it out.” He walked over to the next pair of desks and continued his work.

Jim  shook  his  head  as  he  opened  one  of  the  letters  addressed  to  him.

“The whole point of his job is for him to figure it out.” Jim reached for the stack, quickly sifting through the papers, but paused when he saw one of the letters addressed to Kerry.

Jim recognized the return address and knew there was only one person who would have sent it. And it wasn’t anyone Kerry wanted to speak with.

“It’s from Roy,” Jim said, extending the letter to Kerry.

Kerry didn’t reach for it at first, letting the square white envelope linger in Jim’s hand. She eventually took it, but she kept it extended away from her as though it were poisonous. “I can’t believe he would send one here.

It’s bad enough he sends them to my house.”

Roy Solomon was an inmate at the federal penitentiary of Washington State University. He was also one of Seattle’s finest detectives until he was found  to  be  in  the  center  of  the  biggest  police  corruption  scandal  the  city

had ever seen. His actions completely shattered the department’s credibility with the citizens they had sworn to protect and serve. Hundreds of innocent people  had  died  because  of  Roy’s  crimes,  and  countless  others  were affected by the drugs and weapons he helped peddle around the city and to other portions of the country.

He also happened to be Kerry’s father.

Kerry  flipped  the  envelope  over  a  few  times  in  her  hands.  It  was  the standard  white  square  envelope,  and  she  recognized  her  father’s  hasty handwriting over the cover of the card.

Ever since Roy was caught all of those years ago, Kerry and her mother had  been  subject  to  the  worst  kind  of  threats  imaginable.  And  then  when Kerry  chose  to  join  the  police  academy,  her  father’s  shadow  loomed  over her, no one wanting to trust the daughter of Seattle’s most hated detective.

It  had  taken  almost  fifteen  years  on  the  force  for  Kerry  to  shed  the shadow  of  her  father,  but  after  she  earned  her  detective’s  shield  and  was partnered  with  Jim,  she  finally  managed  to  silence  those  who  thought  the apple hadn’t fallen far from the tree.

Kerry tossed the letter onto the desk. She had an entire box filled with every single letter Roy had sent her since he had been incarcerated. She had never read any of them, but she also couldn’t bring herself to throw them away.  She  knew  it  was  peculiar  for  her  to  keep  them,  and  when  people asked her why, she never had an answer.

“Hey,”  Jim  said,  tilting  his  head  to  the  side,  looking  at  Kerry  from  a different angle. “You all right?”

Kerry sighed. “I will be.”

Jim didn’t push the issue, knowing that if Kerry wanted to talk about it, then  she  would.  He  turned  his  attention  to  the  rest  of  the  mail  and  then found a letter addressed to him, which caused the scars on his hands to burn as though they were fresh.

“It’s from the state’s medical document office,” Jim said.

Kerry stood from her chair and then walked around to the other side of the desk. She sat on the edge of Jim’s desk and crossed her arms. “They got back fast.”

“Faster than I thought,” Jim said.

Kerry  chewed  on  her  lower  lip,  studying  Jim’s  stoic  expression.  “Do you want to wait to open it, or—”

Jim  ripped  open  the  top  of  the  envelope  before  Kerry  finished  and removed  the  folded  paper  inside.  His  heart  was  pounding,  and  his  mouth and tongue were bone dry. But as he read the results, the adrenaline-induced response from the letter left him empty.

“We regret to inform you the documents were part of a closed adoption, and all records are sealed,” Jim said.

The rest of the letter was nothing more than lip service, the state agency looking to cover their bases to make sure no one stirred up any trouble.

Kerry placed a comforting hand on Jim’s shoulder. “I’m sorry.”

Jim tossed the letter on the desk, trying to shake the disappointment. “It was a long shot.” Jim forced a smile, looking up at Kerry. He had struggled with this decision for a long time, and after long discussions with his foster parents  who  had  given  him  a  home,  and  with  Kerry,  Jim  had  decided  to look for his biological parents.

Finding his parents was something that has always been lodged in the back of Jim’s mind. As a young orphan, he would often imagine what kind of people he had come from and wonder why they had abandoned him. But the older he grew, the more bitter he became about his lineage.

It wasn’t until recently Jim had finally found some semblance of peace with his parents’ abandonment, and he became curious to know the truth.

Jim  didn’t  even  share  the  last  name  of  either  his  mother  or  his  father.

His name had been assigned to him, like the number on his foster system file.

When  Jim  was  finally  assigned  a  good  family,  he  had  the  option  of taking  their  name,  but  Jim  had  wanted  to  keep  his  assigned  name  as  a reminder  of  where  he  had  come  from.  It  was  the  only  name  he’d  ever known, and he owned it.

“They made the decision to remain anonymous a long time ago,” Kerry said. “They might feel different about that now.”

Jim knew Kerry was only trying to make him feel better, but he didn’t want to talk about it anymore. “Thanks.”

Kerry  returned  to  her  desk  and  picked  up  the  letter  from  her  father.

“Quite the pair, aren’t we? I don’t want anything to do with my father, and all you want to do is know who your parents are.”

“Damaged goods,” Jim said. “Just like two peas in a pod.”

Kerry grimaced. “Gross. I don’t want to be in a pod.”

Jim’s cell rang, and he answered, laughing. “Hey, Mom. What’s up?”

“Rudy’s gone.”

The  worry  in  his  mother’s  voice  caused  Jim  to  perk  up.  “What happened?”

“We don’t know, but he never showed up for school today.”

Jim  took  a  breath.  “Okay.  I’m  heading  over  to  the  house  now.”  He ended the call and collected his jacket.

“What’s going on?” Kerry asked.

“My parents are having a situation with one of the foster kids.”

“Is anyone hurt?”

“No, at least I don’t think so.” Jim stutter-stepped before turning back to his station. “I need to send this real quick.”

Kerry  shut  down  her  computer  and  donned  her  jacket,  joining  Jim’s side.

“You don’t have to come,” Jim said. “This is a family matter.”

“I know.” Kerry clapped him on the shoulder. “That’s why I’m going.”
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J im remained quiet and reflective on the drive over to his parents’  house.  It  had  been  a  while  since  he’d  visited  them, but he called when he could.

During Jim’s time in foster care, he had bounced between more homes than any of the other children he had known. Some of the time, it was because the parents couldn’t handle Jim. Most of the time, it was the other way around.

Every  new  family  Jim  was  paired  with  was  always  a  gamble.

Sometimes  the  people  taking  care  of  Jim  would  be  nice,  most  times  they would be terrible. Neglect was frequent, and it forced Jim to hold onto one consistent thought: survive.

Years of living in survival mode had eroded Jim’s trust in adults. By the time he was sixteen, Jim was bathing in the fires of adolescent anger and rebellion. And while most kids his age didn’t have much to complain about or rebel against, the traumas Jim had seen and experienced during his time in the system had caused him both physical and psychological harm, neither of which he had ever properly dealt with.

Not  that  therapists  hadn’t  tried  to  make  him  open  up,  but  Jim  had learned as a child that silence was sometimes his only defense. And so Jim grew up with hatred to any adult figure, which was the root cause for most of his issues with authority.

But all of that changed when he met Ray and Mary Swisher.

It didn’t happen overnight, but when he arrived at their home where five other foster children lived, Jim understood this home was different.

Never had Jim heard the sounds of laughter in a house. Never was there such  warmth  and  affection.  The  home  was  filled  with  happiness.  It  was  a safe place. And it was where Jim was slowly rehabilitated and reminded of the good in humanity.

By the time he was eighteen, he had managed to salvage his high school diploma.  But  even  after  he  graduated  and  he  moved  out,  he  had  never completely  healed  from  the  trauma  he  experienced  at  the  hands  of  those who had been charged to care for him.

Jim  knew  he  would  have  to  face  his  past  one  day,  but  until  then,  he found  comfort  and  solace  in  his  job  by  finding  those  who  were  lost  and returning them home.

Kerry  parked  on  the  street  just  outside  Jim’s  parents’  house,  and  she turned to him after she shut off the engine. “How are you doing?”

“I’m fine,” Jim answered.

It was a half-truth.

“The kid most likely just ran away,” Jim said. “I did it all the time.”

“But your parents don’t normally call you if they think the kid just ran away, right?” Kerry asked.

Jim  nodded,  conceding  the  point.  Despite  his  position  with  the department, his parents had never asked him for help. More than once, he could  have  moved  things  around  to  help  his  family  with  permits,  or  with tickets and citations, but they had never asked him.

Ray and Mary Swisher were good people. They were the perfect guides for lost children who had never felt a sense of home or belonging. They had taught Jim to overcome the pain and tragedy of his own life and use it as a tool to help others.

Just like they had done.

The Swisher house was old but sturdy and clean. The white paint over the  wooden  boards  was  starting  to  peel,  and  Jim  knew  it  would  be  his father’s fall project after summer.

It  was  a  two-story  home,  with  a  scenic  wraparound  porch.  The  front yard  was  mostly  garden,  something  his  mother  tended  to  religiously,  and where she taught all of the children to grow their own food. It was a task Jim  had  always  struggled  with.  He  had  never  obtained  Mary  Swisher’s green thumb, but he enjoyed their time together in the garden.

A porch swing hung from the ceiling, where it had wavered for the past thirty-five  years  the  Swishers  had  owned  the  house.  Other  chairs  were

scattered about the porch, none of them in their proper place, mainly from the children who were constantly climbing all over them.

Jim  remembered  so  many  afternoons  where  he  watched  the  younger kids  race  around  the  porch,  the  quick  and  steady  patter  of  their  feet pounding on the wooden boards, echoing through the rest of the house.

It  had  been  an  incredibly  noisy  home,  but  it  had  also  been  one  filled with life.

“Jim.” Mary Swisher opened the door to greet them before they had a chance to walk up the porch steps.

“Hey, Mom.” Jim hugged his mother and then stepped back, introducing his partner. “This is Detective Kerry Martin.”

Mary  Swisher  was  fifty-seven  years  old  and  had  shoulder-length  grey hair, brown eyes, and a brilliant smile. She was in good shape for her age, which she always attributed to a healthy and active lifestyle. She had been a beauty in her prime, but even now it shone through. Jim loved his mom.

“It’s very nice to meet you, Mrs. Swisher,” Kerry said.

Mary dismissed the formalities and then embraced Kerry with a hug and a kiss on the cheek. “Mary will do just fine, Kerry. It’s nice to finally meet one of my son’s partners.”

“Well, I’m honored to be the first,” Kerry said.

“And with any luck the last,” Jim said, then redirected the conversation to his mother. “Where’s Dad?”

“He’s  in  the  shed  out  back,”  Mary  answered,  then  retreated  into  the house, waving for Jim and Kerry to follow. “Come in, come in.”

The inside of the home was cozy, and Jim was immediately transported back  to  his  youth  as  he  was  overwhelmed  by  the  scent  of  old  wood  and citrus. The backyard had several fruit trees, and his mother always loved to have  fresh  fruit  and  food  in  the  house.  It  was  Jim’s  favorite  smell  in  the entire world.

“He’s been busy trying to fix some of the lawn equipment,” Mary said as they made their way through the kitchen and into the back yard, which was huge. “Ray!”

“Yeah!”  A  voice  echoed  from  inside  the  shed  at  the  very  back  of  the property,  which  was  nestled  up  to  the  old  wooden  fence  that  marked  the edge of their land.

“Jimmy’s here!”

“All right, I’ll be out in a second.”

Jim stepped down the small staircase and planted both feet on the grass.

Even  now,  as  an  adult,  this  place  still  felt  big.  The  fruit  trees  and  other shrubbery provided the backyard with a wild, untamed atmosphere.

Balls and other toys were littered over the grass. No doubt, there would be some game to be played when the kids returned home from school.

The  back-right  corner  of  the  yard  where  the  old  mango  tree  stood  tall was  where  Jim  used  to  sit  and  do  his  homework  if  the  weather  was  nice enough.

The  base  of  the  tree  trunk  curved  perfectly  for  Jim  to  rest  his  back comfortably against the smooth bark. He enjoyed the cool soil beneath his legs and the smell of the grass and dirt. It was the first place he ever felt at peace.

Ray Swisher emerged from the shed wearing his trademark overalls, tan work boots, and navy blue undershirt. He was the same age as his wife, but Ray still passed for middle-aged. He had broad shoulders and well-muscled arms. The only sign of his age was the thinning white hair. He had worked for  a  construction  company  all  of  his  life,  and  Jim  had  never  known  his father not to encounter something in their house he couldn’t repair. People included.

“Hey, son,” Ray said and wrapped Jim in a big hug. “I appreciate you making the trip.”

“Of course,” Jim said.

“Let’s go inside,” Ray said.

The four of them gathered around the kitchen table, but as Jim sat down next to Kerry, he noticed a stack of mail at the edge of the table on the other side.  Some  of  the  envelopes  had  past  due  and  missed  payment  stamps marked in red.

Jim looked to his father and then to his mother. “Are you guys having financial trouble?”

Both Mary and Ray glanced at the end of the table where the overdue bills had been placed, then they exchanged a look with each other.

“Your mother and I have had our hours cut back at work,” Ray said. “It wasn't something that I was expecting, and neither was she, but we've been dealing with it.”

Mary waved a dismissive hand towards the bills down at the end of the table. “We got a little behind, but we’re all caught up now. It’s fine.”

Despite his parents’ confidence, Jim was still concerned. “Do any of the kids know?”

“We've been upfront with them,” Mary said. “And we've also informed DCF about the financial situation. We’re under probation right now, but I’m sure it won’t escalate to anything else.”

Jim  lowered  his  head  and  then  rubbed  his  temples,  unable  to  stop  his mind  from  racing.  He  now  understood  why  his  parents  called  him  about Rudy instead of going directly through the proper channels. “You're worried that  Rudy's  disappearance  will  cause  more  trouble.”  Jim  looked  upon  his parents with the same parental disappointment that they had cast on him so many different occasions.

“Yes,” Ray said. “But we also don't think that Rudy is himself. The kid has  been  all  over  the  map  for  the  past  three  months,  and  we  don't  know what's wrong.” For the first time since Jim had known Ray, he saw a hint of fatigue in the man. Jim never thought the old bear could wear down, but he supposed age caught up with everyone.

“Did he find out about his parents?” Jim asked.

“No,” Mary answered. “We thought that might have been it as well.”

“His parents?” Kerry asked.

“Rudy  had  been  curious  to  know  about  his  real  parents,”  Jim  said.  “I told him if he wanted to file a request for his adoption papers, I would do it with him. Both of us were given up immediately after birth.”

Jim had bonded with Rudy over the past year since he had come into the Swisher home. Rudy had was fifteen, and had been in a similar situation to Jim before Ray and Mary brought him into their family. He wanted to show Rudy that there was a way out, and he could put the past behind him. Still, it was easier said than done.

“I didn’t realize you two were close,” Kerry said.

“Jim has never been a big sharer,” Mary said, looking unamused.

“Glad to know it’s not just me,” Kerry said.

Sensing  he  was  being  ganged  up  on,  Jim  refocused  the  conversation back to the situation at hand. “The last time I spoke with Rudy, he said he was still waiting to hear back on the results. You’re sure nothing came back to him?”

Mary and Ray both shook their heads.

“It  would  have  come  to  us  first  through  the  Department  of  Child Services,” Mary said. “I even called one of the social workers yesterday to

follow  up  on  the  paperwork  request,  and  they  told  me  it  was  still  being processed.”

Jim drummed his fingers on the table, the creases on his forehead set in hard  thin  lines  as  he  considered  where  the  boy  might  have  gone.  He wracked  his  brain,  analyzing  his  last  few  interactions  with  Rudy,  but  he found nothing of note. “When did you hear he was missing?”

“We received a call from Rudy’s school this morning, and they said he never  showed  up  for  his  first  class,”  Ray  said.  “Normally,  I  wouldn’t  be concerned. I’ve lost track of the number of times we’ve gotten calls from teachers and schools over the years. I don’t think we’ve ever gone an entire year  without  someone  ditching  class.  But—”  Ray  squeezed  his  hands together. “Rudy has been having some difficulty over the past few months.”

“He’s been acting out, more so than usual,” Mary answered.

“He’s  always  been  a  bit  of  a  handful,  but  lately  it’s  like  he’s  been  a different person,” Ray said.

“Do you know if he’s experimenting with drugs?” Kerry asked.

“We thought that might be the case, but we haven’t noticed any of the normal signs,” Ray said, and then he took a breath. “I’m worried he might have  gotten  himself  involved  with  a  bad  group  of  people.  He’s  been  very withdrawn.  And  if  it’s  not  drugs,  Rudy  might  be  under  the  influence  of someone, instead of something.”

Jim knew it was easy for orphans to get recruited into gangs. For kids who longed to be a part of a family, a gang presented an opportunity to feel protected and useful.

“Have the other kids said anything?” Jim asked.

“Mike and Tanner told us he’d been withdrawn lately,” Ray said. “But nothing other than that.”

There were never more than six children fostered in the Swisher home.

It  was  the  most  Ray  and  Mary  could  handle  at  one  time.  But  they  took children  of  all  ages,  never  shying  away  from  anyone,  young  or  old.  And luckily for Jim, no past was too troubled.

“Let me see his room,” Jim said.

Aside  from  the  master  bedroom,  which  was  located  downstairs,  all  of the children's rooms were on the second floor.

The stairs creaked on their way up, and while Ray could have fixed it, he enjoyed knowing when people were traveling up and down the staircase.

When  Jim  had  first  moved  here,  they  had  been  the  bane  of  his  existence.

And the drop from the second story meant having to brave the possibility of a broken leg.

Most kids chose the window anyway.

Six  bedrooms  and  two  baths  were  located  upstairs,  and  for  the  past thirty-five  years,  Ray  and  Mary  had  managed  to  keep  all  of  the  rooms occupied. Rudy occupied Jim’s old room.

The space was different, but familiar because while the decorations had changed, the room remained the same.

Jim  walked  to  the  window,  which  faced  the  backyard.  It  was  there  he spied his favorite spot to sit and study, and where he had watched the other kids  play  when  he  first  arrived.  Like  most  kids  who  joined  a  new  foster family,  especially  adolescent  ones,  he  struggled  attaching  himself  to  the family unit because he feared being torn away like in previous homes.

Jim donned a pair of blue latex gloves and then crossed the room to the closet. The room was tidy, the bed made, which Jim found unusual for a kid who was acting out. “Is this most of his clothes?” Jim turned to his mother, who stood in the doorway after Kerry entered.

“Yes,” Mary answered.

Jim faced the closet again. If Rudy hadn’t taken clothes with him, Jim doubted the kid planned to be away for long. Orphans clung to what little possessions they had like gold. Jim had been the same way.

Kerry walked to the bed, donning her own pair of gloves, and then ran her  hands  and  fingers  down  the  bed,  checking  the  pillow  and  beneath  the frame. “Nothing is hidden here.”

Jim walked to the desk and then checked for any hollow spots but found none. He turned to the baseboards that ran around the room, noticing fresh paint. “Did you ever replace those?”

“No,”  Ray  answered.  “They’re  still  solid.  I  repainted  them  last  year though. Why?”

Jim fidgeted uncomfortably as he tried to remember the spot. “Well. I know you might have believed I was the picture of perfect behavior when I first moved here—”

Mary snorted, and it made Kerry laugh.

“But I did have a few things I liked to keep from you,” Jim said, taking a  knee  by  the  baseboard  near  the  closet.  He  knocked  along  the  wood, searching for the hollow spot, and found it on the third try.

Jim easily removed the small piece of wood, which revealed the small smuggler’s hole inside.

“James  North,”  Mary  said,  her  motherly  disappointment  coming through.

Jim  turned  back  to  his  parents,  unable  to  prevent  his  cheeks  from blushing. “It was here before I moved in.” He reached his hand inside and removed a small box.

“I don’t think I’ll ask what you hid in there when you lived here,” Mary said.

“I wasn’t planning on telling you.” Jim walked to the bed and sat on the edge.  He  took  a  moment  to  examine  the  container.  It  looked  like  it  might have  been  an  old  jewelry  box  at  one  time,  but  the  wood  was  incredibly worn.  “Have  you  seen  this  before?”  Jim  lifted  the  box  so  Ray  and  Mary could see, but they both shook their heads.

“I  know  I’ll  be  checking  the  baseboards  of  the  other  rooms  now, though,” Ray said.

“Just don’t tell the kids you learned about this from me,” Jim said.

Everyone crowded around Jim as he opened the box, and unsure of what he would find, he was surprised by the contents.

The first item Jim noticed was a key, which lay on top of several folded sheets of paper. He picked up the key, examined it in the light, and then set it on the inside of the box’s lid. “Doesn’t look like any key to this house.”

“No,” Ray said. “It’s not.”

Jim  then  noticed  the  wad  of  cash  rolled  up  with  a  rubber  band.  He thumbed through the bills, which were all one hundred dollar bills.

“Oh my god,” Mary said, covering her mouth with one hand.

“There has to be few grand in there, at least,” Kerry said.

Jim nodded and then set the cash by the key. There was also a notebook and a folded piece of paper. Jim thumbed through the notebook, the pages filled with a mixture of passages and pictures.

“He likes to draw,” Mary said. “He’s quite good. Ray and I have been pushing him to start looking at art schools after he graduates high school.”

Jim had seen some of Rudy’s sketches before, and he knew the boy had talent.  He  set  the  book  aside,  knowing  he’d  have  to  read  through  it thoroughly to get a better idea of Rudy’s mindset.

The last item was a folded piece of paper, and when Jim opened it, his heart  jolted  in  his  chest,  and  both  Mary  and  Kerry  noted  Jim’s  pale

complexion.

“Are you all right?” Mary asked.

“What the hell is that?” Ray asked, pointing to the picture.

Growing up an orphan, Jim was never short on hearing stories told by other kids. But there was one tale told that was meant to frighten children.

“It’s the Tall Man,” Jim said.

“I heard you telling that story when you lived here,” Mary said.

Jim  studied  the  picture  more  closely.  “Every  kid  in  the  foster  system knows that story.”

The  Tall  Man  was  a  half-demon  creature,  half-man,  that  roamed  the orphanages at night to collect those children who had been added to his list.

No one knew how the Tall Man selected its children, which made it all the more frightening. It was mainly told by older kids to frighten the younger ones.  Jim  remembered,  even  as  a  young  child,  how  much  the  idea  of something coming for him in the night terrified him.

Jim  flipped  the  piece  of  paper  over  in  his  hands  and  saw  two  sets  of numbers written on it, but Jim couldn’t figure out what they meant.

“Maybe it's an account number?” Mary asked. “Maybe he wanted to put the cash in a bank?”

Ray  shook  his  head.  “There  are  too  many  digits  for  it  to  be  a  bank account number. This is something different.”

Jim placed the items back into the box and closed the lid. Based on the amount  of  cash  they  found,  Jim  believed  they  had  enough  to  issue  an Amber Alert. Jim doubted the boy earned six grand by mowing lawns. “Is there anywhere you know of that he might go?”

“Rudy has always been more of a homebody,” Mary said. “Aside from school, he doesn’t go out much.”

“I'll head over to the school, talk with some of the teachers,” Jim said, then  turned  to  his  dad.  “You  might  be  right  about  Rudy  having  some  bad influences.”

Evidence  tucked  under  his  arm,  Jim  led  the  group  downstairs,  but paused in the foyer to give his mother a hug and shake his father’s hand.

“If you hear from Rudy, let me know as soon as you do,” Jim said.

“We will,” Ray said.

“I hope he didn't get into anything too terrible,” Mary said.

“We'll know soon enough,” Jim said.

“It was nice meeting you, Mr. and Mrs. Swisher,” Kerry said, shaking Ray and Mary's hands.

“Be careful and take care of each other,” Mary said. “We know he likes to take risks.”

Jim rolled his eyes, but Kerry smiled.

“I will,” Kerry said.

Jim and Kerry returned to the cruiser, but Jim turned back to look at the house and the people in it who had saved his life.

“Hey,” Kerry said. “Are you all right?”

Jim was quiet for a moment, staring up at the second floor. Growing up, he  had  never  worried  about  his  parents  or  how  they  might  survive.  They were smart. They were resilient, and they were hard workers.

“I didn't know that they were having money problems,” Jim said.

“They  probably  just  didn't  want  you  to  worry,”  Kerry  said.  “If  it  was bad,  I'm  sure  they  would  ask  for  help.  They  don't  seem  like  the  prideful bunch.”

Jim  faced  forward.  “I  know.  It's  just  that  they're  not  as  young  as  they used to be.” Jim glanced down at Rudy’s secret box. “It’s not easy taking care of foster kids.”

“So,  is  it  true?”  Kerry  asked.  “About  that  monster  that  came  in  the middle of the night to steal orphans from their beds?”

“When you’re young and terrified, yes,” Jim said. “The imagination is a powerful tool. But most kids outgrew all of that nonsense by the time that they were Rudy's age.”

“Maybe  he  was  trying  to  scare  some  of  the  younger  kids  like  you mentioned,” Kerry said.

Jim nodded. Between his time on the job and in the foster system, Jim had seen enough evil in his lifetime to know that monsters existed.

Jim opened the box and searched through the items one more time. He briefly looked at the cash and the key, but quickly found the piece of paper with the drawing of the monster. It was a dark figure with red eyes.

“I think that Rudy did meet someone,” Jim said. “An adult.”

Kerry looked at the box, focusing on the cash. “You think that he was dealing drugs or something like that to earn money?”

“I think dealing drugs is the best-case scenario,” Jim said.

Jim  was  about  to  close  the  box  when  Kerry  stopped  him.  “Wait.  The piece of paper with the numbers on it. Let me see that one more time.”

 Jim handed over the piece of paper, and Kerry studied it.

“I think they're coordinates,” Kerry said.

Kerry reached for the laptop, pulling the screen towards her, and then pulled up the GPS. She managed to enter the two sets of numbers, and after a  trial  and  error  of  figuring  out  where  the  decimals  needed  to  be entered, they had an address.

“It  looks  like  an  old  abandoned  neighborhood  on  the  southwest  side,”

Kerry said. “Over by the homeless tents.”

Southwest  Seattle  was  well-known  to  be  one  of  the  poorest communities and neighborhoods in the area. And while it was technically illegal  for  vagrants  to  create  any  type  of  permanent  structures  like  the homeless community had built in that area, authorities maintained a policy of  turning  the  other  cheek  since  there  were  no  funds  to  create  enough shelters to house the entire homeless population of the city.

And while the mayor's good intentions were to help give the homeless a place  to  stay,  it  also  became  the  perfect  breeding  ground  for  crime  and drugs to proliferate.

For the most part, the homeless area remained pretty quiet. The police didn't  want  to  have  to  arrest  a  bunch  of  people  who  are  already  in  a  bad situation, and the homeless didn't want to lose their one pocket of safety.

“If the kid was hanging out over there,” Jim said, “it stands to reason he might have gotten into some trouble with some bad people.”
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T he location of the coordinates brought them a little farther south  than  the  homeless  area.  It  was  a  rundown  section  of empty commercial buildings and drug deals. A few working girls scattered from the corners when Jim and Kerry stepped out of the car.

“I guess we’re bad for business,” Kerry said.

Jim  stood  on  the  sidewalk,  staring  up  at  the  building  where  Rudy’s coordinates had taken them.

“What the hell is this place?” Kerry asked.

Jim stepped forward, glancing up at the three-story building that stood alone, sandwiched between two other abandoned structures. “I've been here before.”

Kerry joined Jim on the sidewalk, unsure of what he meant. “When?”

“It’s  been  a  long  time,”  Jim  answered,  taking  another  step  toward  the building. “This used to be an old DCF building. I came here when I was in elementary school and was being transitioned from one home to the next. I came in with a busload of other kids.”

“Looks like it's been a while since this building has been used,” Kerry said.

“Funding for social services was cut a few years ago,” Jim said. “The system  became  overtaxed,  and  a  lot  of  the  resources  many  kids  relied  on were shut down. I guess this is one of them.”

“You  think  Rudy  might  have  been  sent  to  this  building  at  one  point?”

Kerry asked.

“It's  not  impossible,”  Jim  said.  “But  this  building  looks  like  it's  been empty for at least a decade.”

The  entire  building  was  boarded  up  with  wooden  slats  covering  the windows  and  foreclosure  notices  and  federal  warnings  posted  and  stapled onto  the  sealed  front  door.  Trespassing  and  squatting  in  abandoned buildings were illegal in the city, but the homeless population managed to always find a way inside. When it came to surviving the elements and the winters,  buildings  like  these  were  one  of  the  best  ways  for  them  to circumvent their own demise.

“I guess we should go inside and have a look,” Jim said.

“I’m  not  sure  if  breaking  and  entering  was  something  the  L-T  had  in mind for us when she said to lay low,” Kerry said.

Jim lifted the paper with the drawing in his hand. “If Rudy wrote this address down by its GPS coordinates, it means he’s been here before. And if he's been here before, then he's most likely found a way inside. We just have to find the way that he went.”

Jim also considered Rudy might be in there at that very moment. And Rudy might not be alone.

Jim  and  Kerry  circled  the  building,  looking  for  any  cracks  in  the windows or any loose boards, but they returned to the front finding nothing, staring up at the three-story structure.

“Sealed up tight,” Kerry said. “I don't think we're going to have much luck getting inside without breaking the locks. We might have to call DCF

and see if they have anyone that can let us inside.”

Jim  shook  his  head.  “It'll  take  too  long  to  get  a  crew  down  here.  We need to get in now.” Jim returned to the cruiser and opened the trunk. He removed the tire iron and a crowbar and then made his way up the stairs to the sealed front door.

Kerry remained at the bottom of the stairs. “Are you sure this is the best idea?”

Jim turned around, staring at his partner. “It's the only way we're going to  get  inside  without  having  to  wait  three  weeks.  And  besides,  we  can always cite extenuating circumstances.”

Kerry tilted her head to the side as she walked up the stairs. “When was the last time extenuating circumstances worked when it came to saving our asses  from  an  Internal  Affairs  assessment?  According  to  the  DA, extenuating  circumstances  are  a  defense  lawyer’s  best  friend.  It  allows criminal lawyers a chance to poke holes in our assessment of the situation.”

“We'll cross that road if it comes to it,” Jim said.

Jim wedged the end of the crowbar between the board and the wall that covered the door. He applied leverage, but after a few tries, the door refused to  break.  He  tried  a  different  section  closer  to  the  bottom,  and  while  he managed to separate one corner, it wasn't enough space for them to fit.

Jim stepped back, panting heavily from his efforts. “What the hell did they  seal  this  thing  up  with,  concrete?”  It  was  peculiar  for  such  strong craftsmanship  to  be  used  in  an  abandoned  building.  Most  of  the  time,  the crews who worked on sealing these structures did little but post the flyers warning  that  anyone  would  be  prosecuted  should  they  trespass  on  the property. Someone went out of their way to make sure that it was hard to get inside the building.

Jim walked back down the stairs and headed up towards the side of the building open to find a window that might be easier to pry open in the front door.

Kerry  followed.  “You’re  sure  this  is  the  best  way  to  go  about  this?

Maybe we need to focus a little bit more on what the kid might have been planning to do with that six grand he collected.”

Jim levered his crowbar between one of the boards covering a window on  the  first  floor.  “I’m  not  leaving  until  we  get  inside  this  building.”  Jim applied pressure, and this time, the entire board gave way.

“You're telling me you've got one of your hunches?” Kerry asked.

What Kerry referred to as Jim’s “hunches” were her way of coping with the  fact  that  sometimes  Jim  just  saw  things  Kerry  didn’t.  He  didn't  know where it came from, or why he felt it, but he did have certain instincts. But they didn't come out of nowhere. He was constantly collecting data in his mind,  processing  every  new  piece  of  information  and  how  it  affected  the rest  of  the  case.  It  was  a  skill  that  all  detectives  possessed.  Jim  had  only managed to hone his more efficiently than everyone else.

With the boards reinforced with what Jim could only assume was steel, he abandoned his efforts to enter. Jim rolled his shoulder, feeling the strain and  pressure  from  the  effort.  “I  don’t  remember  our  city’s  civil  engineers being so thorough. They didn’t even do this good of a job on the repairs to the I-5.”

Kerry held up a finger and then backtracked to the car. “I think I might have an idea.”

Jim followed his partner back to the front of the building and saw Kerry pick up the key from Rudy’s box. “Smart.”

“I have my moments.” Kerry brushed past Jim and headed up the front steps.  She  inserted  the  key  into  the  lock,  and  it  clicked  open.  “Open sesame.”  She  ripped  the  chain  from  around  the  door  handles  and  pulled open the door.

It was cool and musty inside, dampness in the air that was heavy in the lungs. Jim covered his mouth and reached for the flashlight in his pocket, Kerry doing the same.

The two beams of light cut through the darkness, illuminating a small waiting area that was connected to a hallway that cut through to the back of the building. A staircase was on the left, leading to the higher floors.

Only  a  few  chairs  and  a  coffee  table  remained  in  the  waiting  room, which was covered in thick layers of dirt and grime. But Jim could still see the  downtrodden  faces  of  the  children  who  were  brought  here  to  be reassigned to another home, heads down and feet swinging from the chairs.

“So, how do you want to do this?” Kerry asked. “We split up, or we stay together?”

“Splitting up will save time,” Jim answered. “I’ll head down back, and you go upstairs.”

Kerry nodded. “If I fall through the floor, make sure you catch me.”

The pair parted for their respective destinations, and Kerry paused when one of the steps groaned loudly from her weight.

“Okay, universe, I was only kidding about falling through,” Kerry said.

“Don’t throw that back in my face.”

Dusty  footprints  trailed  Jim  as  he  entered  the  hallway.  Small  offices occupied the spaces to his left and right. A few of the names of the social workers were still etched onto walls outside of the offices, none of which Jim recognized.

Most of the offices were the same. A few pieces of furniture that have been  left  behind,  a  few  documents  here  and  there  that  have  been  dropped during the move.

The old building creaked when Kerry reached the second floor, and Jim tracked her movements from the noise of her footsteps.

Jim had never liked these buildings. To him, the Department of Children and  Family  Services  was  nothing  more  than  a  torture  chamber.  Time  and time  again,  social  workers  charged  with  navigating  the  course  of  his childhood failed to see the evil they were placing him into. By the time Jim had reached Ray and Mary's house, the only future Jim saw for himself was

a life on the streets. If not for his foster parents' guidance during that last few years of high school, he might have been one of the homeless people who broke into these buildings for survival.

It was a hopeless feeling, being sent to one of these places. It meant that either the situation you were in was too unsafe for you to live, or the family no  longer  wanted  you  around.  Either  way,  the  children  sent  to  these reassignment buildings dealt with some level of rejection and loss.

Most social workers tried to do their best, but there were just too many children  and  not  enough  good  homes  to  place  them.  It  was  a  matter  of resources,  and  these  people  worked  with  the  bare  minimum.  The  human mind could only take so much abuse before it started to grow apathetic to protect itself.

Having worked on the other side now, Jim understood just how difficult it  was  to  keep  your  sanity  under  duress.  But  he  couldn't  shake  all  of  his resentment towards the workers who had taken a vow to protect those who couldn't protect themselves. He hadn’t cracked under pressure. Not yet.

Kerry’s heavy footing continued to echo above Jim, sending down little bits of dust with every step. Jim realized that the building might have been shut down because it was no longer safe for workers to stay here as opposed to its funds being cut. God knows what type of chemicals had been used in the  early  construction  of  this  building,  back  in  the  days  of  lead  pipes  and paint.

With only a handful more of offices up ahead, Jim didn't think he was going  to  find  anything,  but  that  changed  when  he  saw  one  of  the  doors ahead move.

Jim stopped and reached for the grip of his pistol on his hip. The motion was automatic from all of his practice at the gun range.

Jim slowly removed the pistol from the holster and then quietly moved forward towards the still-swaying door. Anyone could be behind that door, but for some reason, Jim's mind drifted back to the picture of the monster Rudy kept in the box.

Jim tensed. He moved toward the moving door but remained silent. He paused when he neared the door jamb and then braced himself for a surprise when he turned the corner.

Nothing. He was alone.

The boards over the window in the office were boarded shut. There was no way anyone had managed to sneak inside with the possibility of escape.

He was chasing the wind.

“The  second  floor  is  clear!”  Kerry  shouted  from  above,  her  voice echoing downstairs.

“I'm almost done with the first floor,” Jim replied and then holstered his weapon.

“All right,” Kerry said. “I'm heading up to the third floor now.”

Jim stepped out of the room and back into the hallway. With only three offices  remaining  to  check,  Jim  didn’t  think  he  would  find  anything  else.

But as he neared the last office at the end of the hall, he felt strange, almost as if he had been here before.

But the terrible case of deja vu accompanied another sensation: dread.

By the time Jim reached the end of the hall, his entire mouth was dry, and  he  couldn’t  stop  his  hand  from  shaking  as  he  opened  the  office  door where he found a child lying face down on the concrete. Dead.
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K erry stood at the bottom of the staircase, the phone glued to her ear as she updated the lieutenant on the situation. They were  no  longer  within  their  jurisdiction,  even  though  the death of the mystery child was no doubt linked to their case.

Jim had checked the boy's pulse immediately, but he knew the boy was dead before he touched the child’s cold skin. After Kerry finished her sweep of the top floor, they called Dispatch. The child hadn’t been Rudy, but that didn’t lessen the blow of the discovery.

Outside,  the  abandoned  neighborhood  had  transformed  into  a  media circus.  News  vans  were  parked  outside  the  police  barricade,  the  media flocking to the scene like vultures on a carcass.

Jim was always amazed at how quickly the media responded in a time of crisis. Sometimes they arrived before the authorities.

Jim stood in the open doorway of the abandoned building, staring down the narrow hallway, which was now filled with forensic team members as they carried their gear to examine the crime scene.

Random flashes from the forensic cameras brightened the hallway, the team  logging  every  piece  of  evidence  in  the  room.  Jim  remained  in  the lobby, waiting for Kerry to finish her call, but he couldn’t shake the feeling that  there  was  something  else  in  the  building,  clinging  to  it  like  a  moldy residue.

Jim’s  thoughts  turned  to  the  story  of  the  Tall  Man  and  how  he  would watch  the  children  during  the  day  from  the  shadows,  and  then  come  and find  them  in  their  beds  in  the  middle  of  the  night  after  they  had  gone  to sleep. The first time Jim heard that story, he didn’t sleep for three days.

“It’s just a story,” Jim said, unaware that he spoke the words aloud.

“Huh?” Kerry asked, sneaking up behind him. “What was that?”

“Nothing,” Jim answered. “Where are we at?”

Kerry  pocketed  her  phone.  “The  lieutenant  has  notified  the  FBI,  and they’re going to send us some resources. Nothing makes agencies cooperate faster than dead kids.”

“Do you know who they're sending?” Jim asked.

“No,”  Kerry  answered.  “But  I  hope  it's  Tapper.  He  came  in  handy  the last time we needed a profile on a suspect.”

Jim  agreed.  The  FBI  had  developed  a  good  rapport  with  the  Seattle Police  Department  over  the  past  five  years.  He  had  heard  it  was  their lieutenant, Susan Mullocks, who has been instrumental in establishing the connection, which been an invaluable resource to the rest of the department.

Kerry  eyed  the  end  of  the  hallway  where  the  body  was  located  and drew a ragged breath. “I hate it when we find them cold.” She shivered as though a breeze had blown through the building.

“Me too,” Jim said.

It  had  been  a  long  time  since  they  had  come  across  a  deceased  child.

Jim and Kerry’s entire job revolved around finding their people before the abductors were tempted to take a life. It was hard enough finding a body, but it hit everyone harder when the body was a child.

Jim  led  the  pair  down  the  hallway,  which  was  littered  with  footprints from  the  forensic  team.  Jim  stepped  into  the  room  first,  Kerry  following, both of them staring at the child who lay face down on the dirtied floor.

One  of  the  forensic  techs  snapped  a  picture  and  then  noticed  the detectives in the room. “I'm almost done here.”

Jim nodded, and he and Kerry circled the victim, each of them obtaining their own unique perspective of the scene. Each of them had their strengths, but  it  was  the  way  their  perspectives  melded  together  that  made  their partnership work so well.

“No blood,” Jim said.

“The killer was careful with him,” Kerry said.

“Unless  the  boy  died  from  natural  causes,”  Jim  said.  “But  we  won’t know for sure until the autopsy has been completed.”

Jim  maintained  his  distance  from  the  victim,  not  wanting  to  get  too close  too  soon.  He  wanted  to  work  through  different  scenarios,  combing

through  as  many  possible  starting  points  to  the  investigation  before navigating down any paths.

“I think he came here with someone,” Jim said.

Kerry nodded and also maintained her distance, though she had lowered herself to a crouched position. “You think he was killed here?”

Jim  crouched  to  a  knee.  “Not  sure.”  He  leaned  closer,  getting  a  better look at the boy than he had before. “No bruising around the neck, and no signs of strangulation.”

Kerry moved closer to the body as well, standing on the opposite side.

“Clean clothes. Not a lot of grime on the skin. No dirt under the fingernails.

I don’t think this was a street kid. You think Rudy knew him?”

“Probably,”  Jim  said.  “But  until  we  can  ID  him,  we  won’t  know  for sure.”

“You think he did this?” Kerry asked.

The question was point blank and bold, and it surprised Jim. “What are you talking about?” His tone was indignant, his expression disgusted.

“We  found  a  dead  child  using  coordinates  in  a  box  Rudy  didn’t  want anyone to find,” Kerry said. “Maybe I’m way off base, but it’s going to be an  avenue  that  we  have  to  explore.  And  it’s  something  you  need  to  be prepared to handle.”

Jim knew Kerry was right, and he tried to dial back his reaction. “We don’t have a clear connection between the victim we found here and Rudy.”

Kerry  nodded,  but  Jim  noticed  she  didn’t  agree  with  him,  and  deep down, she knew he was right. But it was hard for him to imagine the same kid  Jim  had  spoken  to  a  few  weeks  ago  about  the  Mariners’  chances  to make the playoffs this year could murder another child.

Desperately wanting to change the subject, Jim turned to the inevitable fact that they had found this kid outside of their jurisdiction. And while this case might connect with their missing person, homicide would be brought in to work the case.

“I  think  we’re  in  Sixteen’s  territory,”  Jim  said.  “Do  you  know  the homicide detectives for that precinct?”

“Gallagher and Thompson,” Kerry answered.

Jim wasn't familiar with those detectives, but he hoped that they were good ones and would be willing to share information they received on the case. Because while he didn't think that Rudy was the killer, it didn’t mean the two weren’t connected.

Jim returned his attention back to the victim, hoping to distract himself from the possibility that one of his parents’ foster kids was a murderer. Jim donned a pair of gloves and took a closer look at the boy’s extremities.

The lack of wounds Jim saw on the body told him there was no struggle.

“He knew his killer,” Jim said. “It was someone the kid trusted.”

Jim expected Kerry to bring up the fact that it could have been Rudy the boy  knew,  but  she  remained  quiet,  letting  him  continue  his  examination.

Jim worked his way down to the boy’s feet, and on the left ankle, he saw a mark. “Got something.”

Kerry  walked  over  and  looked  over  Jim’s  shoulder.  “What  the  hell  is that?”

“It looks like a scar,” Jim answered, but it wasn’t any scar Jim had ever seen before. “It’s old.”

The  marking  was  too  deliberate  to  be  from  surgery  or  some  kind  of injury.  The  symbol  consisted  of  a  vertical  line  with  two  horizontal  lines marked  at  equal  distances,  cutting  the  vertical  line  into  thirds.  The  two horizontal  lines  were  two  different  lengths,  the  top  one  longer  than  the bottom.

“Gang affiliation?” Kerry asked.

“No  gang  symbol  I’ve  ever  seen,”  Jim  said,  then  caught  the  forensic tech’s attention. “Did you get a picture of that?”

The tech leaned in closer, shaking his head.

Jim leaned out of the way so the tech could get a good picture and then examined the rest of the body, but found nothing else.

Kerry  and  Jim  waited  in  the  front  lobby  for  the  pair  of  homicide detectives from the Sixteenth Precinct to arrive.

Detectives  Gallagher  and  Thompson  were  both  Hispanic  men  in  their forties. Thompson had a harsh receding hairline and dressed in a suit and tie, while his partner, Gallagher, opted for a polo and dress pants.

“Thanks for securing the area,” Thompson said, shaking both Kerry and Jim’s hands. “I hope the vultures weren’t too hard on you.”

“They  squawked,  but  we  didn’t  feed  them  any  scraps,”  Kerry  said, leering  at  the  reporters  who  were  still  chomping  at  the  bit  for  more information.

“ME on site yet?” Gallagher asked.

“No, but she should be here soon,” Jim said.

“Can  you  two  hang  around  for  a  minute  while  we  check  the  victim?”

Thompson asked. “I want to get your opinion after we have an opportunity to look at the scene for ourselves.”

Jim was already getting antsy at having to wait for them to arrive, but he knew  if  he  helped  them  now,  they  would  be  more  willing  to  share information with him later.

“Not a problem,” Jim said.

Gallagher slapped Jim on the shoulder and then stepped inside. “We'll try  not  to  keep  you  very  long.”  Thompson  followed  his  partner  inside, leaving Jim and Kerry on the front stoop.

“Are you finally learning to play nice?” Kerry asked.

“You  know  it's  better  to  cooperate  than  give  them  a  hard  time.”  Jim rubbed  his  neck,  unable  to  ease  the  sharp  pain  radiating  from  the  right side. Usually stress didn’t kick in until later on a case, but he figured he was a little on edge because he was dealing with family.

“Hey,” Kerry said. “Your girlfriend's here.”

Jim  spun  around,  spying  the  medical  examiner's  van  pulling  through the police barricade and past the reporters who were looking to grab a scoop on what was happening.

Kerry nudged Jim’s arm. “When are you going to get the courage to ask her out on a date?”

“We're colleagues,” Jim said. “Nothing more.”

Jennifer Capone, a very pretty late twenties medical examiner, bounded up the steps of the building, her curly red hair pulled back in her signature ponytail  like  a  basket  of  springs  bouncing  with  every  step.  She  was  very fair-skinned, typical in her line of work of staying in a lab day in and day out. But she had an energy about her and rare intelligence.

“James,” Jen said brightly, adjusting her glasses when she reached the top of the steps. “What are you doing over here?”

“Kerry and I are working on a missing persons case that led us here,”

Jim  answered,  noting  Jen’s  close  proximity  toward  him.  “We're  the  ones that called in the body.”

Jen  pocketed  her  hands  in  her  jeans  and  then  turned  to  Kerry.  “Hey, Kerry.”

“Hey, Jen.” Kerry glared at Jim with a heavy dose of side-eye.

“So, what can you guys tell me?” Jen asked.

“Male. Aged between eleven and thirteen. Found the child face down on the  concrete  still  dressed  in  his  clothes,”  Jim  said.  “No  visible  wounds  or lacerations, but he had a strange mark on the inside of his left ankle.”

“Do you think the boy was murdered in the building?” Jen asked.

“It’s  possible,”  Jim  said.  “But  I'd  be  interested  to  hear  your  take  after you examine the body.”

Jen touched Jim’s shoulder as she passed him. “I’ll bump this up to the top of the queue.”

Jim  watched  Jen  head  inside  the  building  flanked  by  a  pair  of  her assistants, who carried all of the equipment needed to survey the site. When he  turned  around,  Kerry  was  staring  directly  at  him,  smiling  and  shaking her head.

Jim  rolled  his  eyes.  “Don't.”  Jim  descended  the  stairs,  and  Kerry followed, refusing to drop the subject on Jim’s love life.

“You need to ask her out before somebody else snatches her up,” Kerry said. “It's rare you find a woman who has a good job, attractive, and who actually likes you. It’s the perfect storm.”

The noise from the reporters grew louder the closer they moved to the car.  Jim  paused  to  look  in  the  direction  of  the  reporters  leaning  their microphones and cameras over the side of the police barrier. While Kerry didn’t like speaking to reporters because of her experience with her father, Jim avoided the press because he enjoyed his anonymity.

“You  posing  for  a  picture?”  Kerry  asked,  leaning  on  the  roof  of  the Interceptor.

Jim  snapped  out  of  his  daydream,  opened  his  car  door,  and  sat  down inside.  “The  last  thing  I  want  is  to  find  myself  on  the  cover  of  their  next news story.”

“What’s next?” Kerry asked. “Do you still want to go to the school?”

“Yeah.” Jim had considered sticking around a little while longer to see what  Jen  had  to  say  about  the  body,  but  he  didn’t  want  to  give  Kerry  the impression that he was sticking around for other reasons. The moment they caught Thompson and Gallagher up to speed they would leave.

Jim’s phone rang. It was his mother. “Hey, Mom-”

“They  arrested  your  father.”  Mary  Swisher  blurted  the  words  over  the phone, her voice hurried and frantic. “They cuffed him, and they took him away!”

Jim  shut  his  eyes,  trying  to  wrap  his  head  around  what  might  have happened,  but  he  couldn’t  catch  a  word  of  what  his  mother  was  saying through her hysterics. “Mom, calm down. Tell me what happened.”

Mary took a deep breath over the phone, and while her voice was still shaking,  she  was  no  longer  speaking  quickly.  “They  said  your  father  had been  accused  of  child  abuse.  They’re  taking  him  downtown  now,  and  I don’t know what to do.”

Kerry hadn’t moved out of their parking space yet, and she studied Jim intently.

“What precinct are they taking him to?”

“Um, number nine, I think.”

“Okay, I’m heading there now,” Jim said. “I’ll send a car over to pick you up.”

“No, I can drive.”

Jim  knew  his  mother  probably  could,  but  he  didn’t  want  her  behind  a motor vehicle in her current state. “No. I don’t want you driving. Just stay put. I’ll figure out what’s going on.”

The call ended, and Jim rubbed his eyes, his heart pounding in his chest, and his arms suddenly cold and numb. “Detectives at the Nine just arrested my father.”

“What the hell for?” Kerry asked.

“Child abuse allegations,” Jim answered. “I need to head over there and figure out what’s going on. I’ll catch another ride.”

“Whoa.”  Kerry  reached  for  Jim’s  arm.  “You’re  not  going  anywhere alone right now. I’m coming with you.”

“Kerry,  this  is  a  family  matter,”  Jim  said.  “You  don’t  need  to  drag yourself into it.”

“Your mother told me to make sure I watch your back, and that’s what I intend to do.” Kerry motioned toward the building. “Besides, I don’t think it’s a coincidence that Rudy goes missing, and then your dad gets arrested.”

Jim had the same thoughts as well. But what Rudy, his father, and the dead kid had in common currently eluded him.
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T he pair of detectives the desk sergeant returned with were both men in their forties, the bags under their eyes marking the experience of the job and the toll it took on someone who had been through it.

“I’m  Detective  Fisher,  this  is  my  partner,  Detective  Wells.”  Fisher,  a tall,  black  man  sporting  a  mustache  speckled  with  gray  hair,  made  the introductions.

Wells was a bald Asian man, barely clearing five and a half feet tall, a smatter of different tattoos up the left sleeve of his arm, slim, but fit.

“I’m  Detective  Jim  North  over  from  Five,”  Jim  said,  then  gestured  to his own partner. “This is Detective Kerry—”

“We know who you are,” Wells said.

“If  you  know  who  he  is,  then  why  didn’t  you  say  anything  about arresting his father?” Kerry asked, matching Wells’ rude tone.

“It’s  fine,”  Jim  said,  struggling  to  maintain  the  peace.  He  had  noticed the look in Wells’ eye the moment the detective appeared. The man already had a preconceived notion about both Jim and Kerry before they even met.

“We didn’t make the curtesy call because we didn’t want the suspect to run,” Fisher said, taking Jim’s olive branch.

Normally what Fisher said would have been true, but Ray Swisher was not a flight risk.

“The  evidence  must  have  been  pretty  damning  for  you  to  make  that call,” Jim said, hoping to pry the truth out of Fisher. “What did you have?”

Fisher turned to Wells, who gave a subtle shake of his head, but Fisher sighed, crossing his arms over his chest, and looked at Jim. “We received a

video.”

Jim frowned. “What kind of video?”

“A  video  of  a  child  accusing  Ray  Fisher  of  physical,  emotional,  and sexual  assault,”  Fisher  said.  “We  confirmed  the  child’s  identity,  and  once we  had  the  information  about  who  was  taking  care  of  the  child  in  the system, we applied for a warrant and made the arrest.”

Jim had a sinking suspicion he might already know the identity of the child  who  had  submitted  the  video,  but  he  asked  anyway.  “Who  was  the kid?”

Fisher laughed. “You know I can’t tell you that.”

“We’re working a missing persons case,” Jim said. “One of the kids my parents foster disappeared this morning.”

“Sounds like your daddy is in all kinds of trouble,” Wells said.

Kerry stepped forward, but Jim held out his hand to stop her, and Fisher did the same to his partner.

“The DCF social worker who brought it to our attention is still here,”

Fisher said. “We can have you speak with her if she has time.”

“Thank you,” Jim said. “Can I speak with my father?”

Fisher  winced.  “You  know  I  can’t  let  you  see  him  until  he’s  been processed,  and  I  doubt  the  DA  is  going  to  let  his  cop  son  speak  to  him before he does.”

“How about a little professional courtesy?” Kerry said.

“We don’t need the children of two criminals telling us how to do our job,” Wells said.

Kerry lunged forward at Wells, but Jim managed to catch her and reel her  back  in  before  she  could  put  her  hands  on  Wells,  and  Fisher immediately shoved his partner away from the situation.

“You’re a real class act, you know that?” Kerry shouted as Jim pushed her away.

“Hey,” Jim said, forcing Kerry to look him in the eye. “Cool off.”

Kerry muttered something under her breath, but then walked outside.

Once Fisher dispatched Wells, he and Jim finally had a chance to talk one on one.

“Sorry about that,” Fisher said. “Wells can be a handful sometimes. But he’s a good cop.”

“What’s his deal with us?” Jim asked.

Fisher waited a moment, struggling with how much he should tell Jim, but finally caved. “Wells’ parents were killed in one of Roy Solomon’s drug deals. They were civilians caught up in friendly fire.”

Jim bowed his head, Wells’ reaction suddenly making complete sense, but Jim didn’t come here to mend bridges. “I need to speak to my dad.”

Fisher shook his head. “That’s not going to happen, Jim.”

“I just want to know he’s all right,” Jim said. “You can even be in there with me.”

Fisher tilted his head left and right as though he was going to consider it,  but  again  Jim  was  met  with  the  same  denial.  “Look,  I  can’t  give  you anything.  Your  best  bet  is  to  speak  with  the  social  worker  who  contacted us.” He pointed toward the front of the building where they had come in.

“She’s still with our desk sergeant filling out paperwork.”

Jim followed Fisher’s hand and spied a middle-aged woman dressed in a drab grey pantsuit, pen in hand as she hunched over some paperwork.

“Thanks,” Jim said.

“Yeah, and listen,” Fisher said. “For what it’s worth, I’m sorry your old man  is  going  through  this.  It’s  never  easy  when  family  gets  caught  up  in something.”

Jim shook Fisher’s hand and then walked over to the woman, who paid him no attention as she continued to scribble very quickly over the paper.

“Excuse me, ma’am?” Jim asked.

“I  already  gave  my  statement  to  another  detective,”  she  said,  then checked the time on a thin watch around her wrist. “And I’m late for my next appointment.”

“I understand that, but the man who was arrested was my father,” Jim said.

The woman paused her writing and finally looked Jim in the eye. “Ray Swisher is your father?”

“Foster father,” Jim answered. “I’m Detective Jim North. I was hoping to get some information about the video that was submitted to you. I think it might be tied to a case I’m working.”

The woman didn’t smile as she extended her hand. “Debbie Willsworth, Social Services.”

“Can you tell me who the child in the video is?” Jim asked.

Debbie retained a shrewd glance, sizing Jim up. “Why can’t you get that information from Detective Fisher?”

“He thought it best I speak to you about it,” Jim answered.

Debbie  tapped  the  pen  on  the  form  she  had  been  filling  out  and narrowed  her  gaze.  “Why  do  you  think  the  allegations  made  against  your foster father have anything to do with a case you’re working?” Debbie kept her tone cordial.

“The boy who made the accusation was Rudy Montgomery, wasn’t it?”

Jim said.

The moment the name left his lips, Debbie’s suit of armor cracked. Jim wasn’t  sure  if  the  gamble  would  pay  off,  but  he  had  been  correct  in assuming who sent in the video.

“Who  told  you  that?”  Debbie’s  tone  turned  nasty,  and  the  snarl accentuated her disgust. “That is confidential information, and if I find out that you—”

“Rudy  never  showed  up  to  school  today,”  Jim  said.  “I’m  one  of  the detectives assigned the case to bring him home.”

Debbie’s cheeks had reddened, and Jim thought the woman might catch fire  in  front  of  his  eyes.  But  Jim  wasn't  in  the  mood  to  deal  with  another angry government official. Between Fisher and Wells not willing to open up their case files, Jim didn’t want to have to fight Debbie on hers as well.

“Right now, my main priority is to find Rudy and make sure he is safe,”

Jim  said,  and  then  stepped  closer  to  Debbie,  maintaining  eye  contact.

“When did Rudy send you the video?”

The conflict on Debbie’s face was clear. For reasons unknown to Jim, the woman didn’t like him, but he could tell that deep down, she did care about the children. And if Jim was an officer assigned to help one of them, it was her duty to share information relevant to his case.

Debbie  finally  sighed,  all  of  the  frustration  and  anger  she  had  been holding  onto  released,  and  she  flapped  her  arms  at  her  sides  and  lowered her  head.  She  reached  into  her  pocket  and  removed  her  cell  phone.  “I received  an  email  from  an  unknown  VPN  with  an  attachment  that  said,

‘Watch,  very  urgent!’”  She  found  the  email,  and  Jim  saw  the  subject  line consisted of several exclamation points.

“Did you tell the officers about the email and how you don’t know who sent it?” Jim asked.

“Of course I did,” Debbie said. “They have their techs trying to figure out where it came from, but so far they haven’t had any success. At least not that they’ve told me.”

“Play the video,” Jim said.

Debbie  opened  the  attachment,  and  Jim’s  heart  fluttered  when  he  saw Rudy appear on the screen. He was in a room somewhere, but Jim couldn’t tell where. Rudy was holding a phone, recording himself like so many kids who posted every aspect of their lives on social media did these days.

“This  is  Rudy  Montgomery,  and  I  am  a  foster  child  under  the  care  of Mary and Ray Swisher,” Rudy said in the video. “Since my stay with the Swishers, I have been repeatedly abused, both physically and mentally, by my foster father Ray Swisher. None of the other children have spoken about it, and I don’t think Mary knows, but I no longer feel safe in that home.”

Jim  studied  Rudy’s  face  and  saw  the  boy’s  genuine  fear,  and  that frightened him. Of course, there was the possibility that the boy was faking it, but real fear was hard to fake.

“I have left the house in fear of my life, and I do not know where to go,”

Rudy  said,  continuing  the  video  as  he  ran  his  sleeve  across  his  face, smearing  tears  and  snot.  “I  can’t  take  it  anymore.  I  just  want  to  be  left alone.”

The video ended, and Debbie pocketed her phone. “That’s it.”

“I’ll need a copy of that,” Jim said.

Debbie sighed but again nodded, her eyelids half-closed. “I can forward it to you.”

Jim would have their own forensic techs take a look at the video. Their IT unit at the Five was excellent. “When did you receive the email?”

“Ten fifteen this morning,” Debbie answered.

The time Debbie received the email was after Jim had received the call about  Rudy’s  disappearance.  But  that  didn’t  mean  the  video  could  have been pre-recorded, and it didn’t mean someone other than Rudy could have sent it.

“Thank  you,”  Jim  said,  and  then  walked  outside  to  find  Kerry  still pacing the front of the building.

Before Jim had a chance to say anything, Kerry held up her hands. “I know. I know. I’m not in the mood for a lecture right now.”

“I know better than to try and give you one,” Jim said.

Kerry  finally  stopped  pacing  and  planted  her  hands  on  her  hips.  “It’s just every time I think I’ve been able to move past what that bastard did…”

She tensed, clenching her hands into fists and then finally exhaled a long,

slow  breath.  Once  she  was  composed,  she  gestured  to  the  building.  “Get anything?”

“A video,” Jim answered. “Of Rudy accusing my father of physical and verbal abuse.”

“What?” Kerry asked.

Unsure  of  how  he  could  explain  it  any  clearer,  Jim  showed  her  the video.  “It’s  pretty  damning  evidence,  but  they  don’t  know  who  sent  it,  or when and where the video was made. I was hoping our IT unit could take a crack at it.”

“If anyone can do something with it, it’s Missy,” Kerry said, and then after a short pause. “How are you holding up?”

“I’m still processing all of this,” Jim said.

The  pair  walked  back  to  the  car,  but  Jim  glanced  back  at  the  building one  last  time  before  he  got  into  the  car,  hoping  he  would  be  able  to  find Rudy and clear his father’s name.

7

K erry drove back to the precinct, and Jim didn’t say much.

She  had  learned  during  their  time  together  that  he  used driving  to  sort  through  his  thoughts,  so  Kerry  let  him  be because by the time they reached the precinct, she knew he’d be ready to go one hundred miles per hour.

Kerry  parked  in  the  motor  pool,  and  the  moment  she  and  Jim  entered the  precinct  through  the  side  entrance,  she  caught  the  familiar  scent  of coffee and the mixture of microwave smells radiating through the office.

Jim didn’t bother heading to his desk, and instead, the pair walked back to the IT unit where the Cyber Crimes unit was based.

The  space  was  larger  than  most  other  units  within  the  department because  the  Chief  had  made  a  push  in  the  past  few  years  to  utilize technology  as  a  means  to  fight  crime.  They  had  a  reasonable  amount  of success with it, but feelings were mixed about having an officer whose sole job was to work criminals through the web.

Kerry believed it was a brilliant idea, and one woman had helped them out  more  times  than  she  could  count.  She  could  work  through  the  worst parts of the web tracking down the sickos who preyed on children.

“Missy,”  Jim  said,  walking  up  behind  a  young,  early  twenties  woman with a pixie black haircut, a pale complexion, and dressed in a sweatshirt, jeans, and black boots.

“Yeah.” Missy didn’t turn away from the computer screen, her long red nails clicking away on the keyboard.

“I sent you a video,” Jim said. “I need to know everything you can tell me.”

“What do you think I’ve been doing?” Missy asked.

Missy  never  broke  her  concentration  from  the  screen.  She  always  had some  kind  of  digital  device  in  front  of  her  at  all  times.  Kerry  had  seen people  addicted  to  their  technology  before,  but  Missy’s  affliction  went beyond addiction. It was like the young woman was always searching for something, but Kerry wasn’t sure of the actual goal. Maybe that’s why she worked  for  the  police  and  scoured  the  depths  of  the  internet  in  search  of people  who  were  desperate  to  hide.  Perhaps  it  was  the  challenge  she  was addicted to.

“The  person  who  sent  the  video  used  a  private  VPN,”  Missy  said, moving through different tabs, windows, and applications so quickly Kerry couldn’t keep up. “But I was able to bypass the security by using cell tower pings that could identify the phone number of the phone used.”

“You’re sure it was a phone that was used to record the message?” Jim asked.

“Yes,” Missy answered, her eyes still glued to the screen. “Every device has its own unique digital signal. The signal used to record the video sent to the DCF had a mobile device signature.” Missy tapped the enter key with a resounding sense of finality and the printer next to her desk spit out a sheet of paper, which she snatched out of the tray and handed to Jim. “A dozen locations in total. It’s the best I can do.”

“Thanks,”  Jim  said  and  then  walked  away,  studying  the  notes,  saying nothing.

Kerry lingered behind and offered Missy a sheepish smile. “He’s in one of his zones.”

“It  doesn’t  bother  me.”  Missy  waved  a  dismissive  hand  and  then swiveled back to face her screen. “I’ve never cared for conventional social norms.”

Kerry stood in the darkened corner of the room, staring at the back of Missy’s head. “Right. Well, thank you and good work.”

“I know,” Missy said.

Kerry  stepped  out  of  the  fluorescent  cave  as  she  returned  to  her  desk and found Jim already scouring through the addresses to narrow down an exact  location.  Kerry  placed  her  hands  on  the  back  of  Jim’s  chair  and studied his screen. “What exactly are you looking for?”

“There’s a theme here,” Jim said, cycling through the addresses rather quickly, the current location a McDonald’s restaurant downtown. “We have

a missing kid in the foster system, a dead kid that was found in an old foster care  building,  and  we  have  a  man  who  fosters  children  accused  of  child abuse by the very kid who is missing.”

Kerry nodded, following along. “So you think the video was recorded in a location that is familiar to orphans.”

“Yes,” Jim said.

Kerry looked away from the screen and down at her partner, unable to stop the worrying thoughts from creeping into her head. It had been a while since  they  had  such  a  complex  case,  and  she  knew  he  wouldn’t  rest  until this was solved. The added pressure of the case involving family also didn’t help the situation.

“I’ve  got  something,”  Jim  said,  perking  up  as  he  leaned  forward, pointing  to  the  screen.  “Twenty-seven  North  Shore  Ave.  The  building  is abandoned now, but it used to be a halfway home for foster kids.”

Jim was up and out of the chair before Kerry could see the location on the map. “Jim, we should make sure we have a team backing us up.”

“We’ll call for help on the way if we need it,” Jim said, already heading toward the door.

Kerry noted the word ‘if,’ and she jogged to catch up to him through the bullpen. “I’m just saying this case also has a homicide component to it. And we can’t know for sure what we’re walking into.”

“We’ll find out when we get there,” Jim said, shouldering his way out into the parking lot on their way to the car.

Kerry reached for Jim’s arm, spinning him around. “Will you hang on?”

She took a breath, trying to gather her thoughts. “The video could be a trap.

It  seemed  just  a  little  too  easy  for  Missy  to  be  able  to  track  down  the location of the device.”

“She’s  good  at  her  job,”  Jim  said.  “And  she  gave  us  over  a  dozen possible locations. Not exactly precise.”

Kerry knew it wasn’t going to do any good to argue with him. She could tell him that they were about to walk into a burning building infested with some  sort  of  lethal  virus  that  would  rot  them  from  the  inside  out,  and  he would still sprint headfirst if it meant he could pull someone out of it.

“Kerry,  I  understand  what  you’re  trying  to  do,”  Jim  said,  keeping  his voice calm. “But I can handle this. I’ve been through worse before.”

Kerry  knew  it  was  true,  but  this  was  still  uncharted  territory  for  him.

But Kerry knew all she could do was watch his back. “All right.”

Jim  nodded  and  then  restarted  his  quick  walk  toward  the  cruiser,  and after a few steps, Kerry followed, reaching into her pocket for the keys as they climbed inside and headed toward the address.

On  the  ride  over,  Jim  made  good  on  his  word  to  notify  nearby  units about their location, but Kerry believed he had only done that to stop her from worrying.

The address for the area was similar to the others in the fact that it was in  a  poor,  rundown  area  outside  of  the  city.  Once  they  veered  off  of  the interstate, the surroundings worsened very quickly.

Most  of  the  houses  were  boarded  up,  graffitied,  and  run  down.  Yards were in disarray, and what people she did see either scattered at the sight of the  police  officers  or  were  so  high  on  drugs  they  were  oblivious  to  their presence.

Despite the crime and Kerry’s obligation to arrest those who broke the law,  her  heart  ached  for  those  who  had  lost  the  ability  to  take  care  of themselves. There were stories behind each and every one of their faces, but she couldn’t learn them all. And she knew she would never have time to do it. Sometimes she felt like nothing more than a band-aid on a system that was hemorrhaging so much there was no way it would survive the day.

But  it  did.  And  it  would  survive  the  next  day  and  the  next,  and somehow  the  system  continued  to  chug  along,  but  it  was  only  because  of those people who put their lives on the line to hold it together, no matter the cost.

The  closer  they  moved  toward  the  address,  the  more  restless  Jim became, and Kerry knew it was going to be a long time before he calmed down.  They  were  scheduled  to  end  their  shift  at  around  eight  o’clock tonight and while Kerry would usually clock out and go home, Jim worked well into the night, especially when they were handed a case like this.

“There,”  Jim  said,  pointing  ahead  to  a  two-story  building  sitting  on  a large lot littered with trash and overgrown weeds and shrubbery. “That’s it.”

Kerry parked adjacent to the sidewalk in front of the building, and Jim was the first to get out of the vehicle. She lingered in the car for a moment, examining  her  surroundings,  looking  for  anything  out  of  the  ordinary.

Because if this really was a trap, if someone was looking to hurt them by luring  them  out  here,  then  Kerry  was  convinced  the  people  responsible would be nearby.

But as she searched the neighborhood, all she saw were the abandoned homes and broken-down vehicles that littered the street. Still, she couldn’t help but feel as though she were being watched.

Jim knocked on the car window, snapping Kerry out of her daze, and he motioned  for  her  to  get  out.  She  joined  him  on  the  sidewalk  and  stood outside  the  tall  chain-link  fence  which  had  been  constructed  around  the property.

“Seems a little unnecessary to keep a place like this fenced in, don’t you think?” Kerry asked.

Jim  grabbed  hold  of  the  wire  mesh,  his  fingers  poking  through  the metal. “Someone doesn’t want anyone poking around this place.”

Kerry  glanced  up  and  down  the  fence,  looking  for  any  break  in  the chain, but all she found was the name of the fencing company that had put it up. “We should check them out, see if they can tell us who ordered the fence to be put up in the first place.” Kerry removed her phone and snapped a  picture  of  it  to  remember  the  name.  When  she  spun  around  to  look  for Jim, he was gone.

A very brief moment of panic flooded Kerry’s system as she searched for  her  partner,  but  it  disappeared  when  she  saw  him  on  the  inside  of  the fence. “How did you get in?”

Jim pointed to the section of the fence behind him but then held up his finger, gesturing for her to be quiet, and then she watched as he drew his weapon and moved toward the building.

“Shit.” Kerry jogged toward the section of the fence where Jim entered, her jacket and pants catching on the jagged pieces of exposed metal from where the section of the fence had been cut.

Once through the barrier, Kerry removed her pistol from her holster and broke  out  into  a  sprint,  unable  to  catch  Jim  before  he  entered  through  a window on the building’s side.

Furious,  Kerry  slowed  as  she  neared  the  window  pane  where  Jim  had entered.  It  had  been  broken,  and  she  saw  where  he  had  reached  inside  to open it. Sunlight offered a limited view of the interior, but it was enough for Kerry to clear the room before she stepped inside.

The  interior  of  the  building  was  filthy,  and  she  felt  the  dirt  ground beneath  her  boots  with  every  step.  The  place  was  similar  to  the  building they  had  found  the  dead  boy  in.  Office  spaces,  abandoned,  dirty  and unkempt, but this one had a different smell to it.

There  was  no  musty  scent,  no  resonating  heat  that  would  have  been present in a building that had been out of power for the past several years.

There was a crispness associated with air conditioning, which Kerry found oddly strange.

Gun still up and aimed ahead of her into the darkness, Kerry reached for her  flashlight  and  used  it  to  help  guide  her  path.  She  remained  alert, searching for any sign of movement in the shadows.

The  hallways  were  dark,  but  there  was  limited  sunlight  that  filtered through  the  dirty  windows,  which  offered  a  limited  view  of  the  snaking corridors  of  the  building.  The  deeper  Kerry  navigated  the  hallways,  the more concerned she grew about where her partner had disappeared.

Jim  was  a  bloodhound  when  it  came  to  searching  for  children.  But  it wasn’t  just  his  senses  that  made  him  that  way,  it  was  the  overwhelming sense of being a kindred spirit to those children who had lost their way in the darkness. Before he was brought to the Swisher family, he had suffered at the hands of those who were supposed to take care of him. And above all else, Jim searched for those kids because he was one of those kids.

The building was much larger than it looked from the outside, but Kerry continued moving toward the rear, searching for her partner and whatever he believed was inside.

Halfway back into the building, Kerry heard footsteps echo somewhere nearby.  She  froze,  aiming  the  weapon  and  the  flashlight  in  the  same direction. It could be Jim or someone else. But she wouldn’t know for sure until she uncovered the source of the noise.

Kerry  neared  an  intersection  of  hallways,  and  she  slowed  on  her approach.  More  footsteps  sounded  from  somewhere  around  the  corner.

Kerry  tensed  from  the  noise,  but  she  continued  her  methodical  approach toward the intersection.

Kerry knew she needed to be careful. If it was Jim, then she had to show restraint.  If  it  was  someone  unarmed,  she  also  needed  to  make  sure  she didn’t  pull  the  trigger  prematurely.  But  if  it  was  another  person  who  was armed, someone who meant to use deadly force against her, then she would have to react.

Everything  would  happen  in  a  split  second,  and  Kerry  would  have  to make a life-or-death decision that would cause ripple effects for the rest of her life, and potentially, the lives of others.

The  footsteps  were  louder  now,  more  deliberate,  and  Kerry  knew whoever  was  heading  her  way  knew  she  was  there.  She  hadn’t  turned  off her light, so she was sticking out like a sore thumb.

Kerry’s heart hammered in her chest, but she kept steady hands on her weapon and light. This wasn’t the first time she had been in a life-or-death situation,  and  she  was  confident  in  her  training  that  she  would  be  able  to handle whatever came her way.

Adrenaline  pumping,  Kerry  stepped  to  the  left  the  moment  the  figure turned the corner sharply, and even though she saw the barrel of the weapon first, she made sure she saw the person’s face before she pulled the trigger, and  she  was  glad  she  did  because  she  saw  Jim’s  face  staring  back  at  her through  the  light,  his  own  finger  on  the  trigger,  mirroring  her  body language.

Both of them exhaled at the sight of one another, but Kerry’s relief was quickly replaced with a flood of anger.

“What  the  hell  were  you  thinking?”  Kerry  asked.  “You  do  not  go  in alone.”

Even in the darkness, Kerry saw the embarrassment redden his cheeks as  he  lowered  his  gaze.  He  cleared  his  throat  and  then  stepped  closer  to Kerry until she saw the whites of his eyes in the darkness. “I saw someone.”

Kerry frowned. “What do you mean, you saw someone?”

“In  the  window,”  Jim  answered.  “The  one  I  entered  through  from  the side. It was only for a moment, but I know someone was there.”

Kerry glanced down each of the hallways from where they stood in the intersection. “Was it an adult or a kid?”

“An adult,” Jim answered without hesitation.

Kerry  was  about  to  say  something  else  when  she  heard  sprinting footsteps, and Jim chased after the noise before Kerry could stop him.

Kerry chased her partner through the halls, keeping pace with him. He was younger, but Kerry was in terrific shape.

The hallway opened up into a larger room, almost like an atrium, and it was  here  Jim  stopped,  spinning  around  and  searching  for  where  their mysterious figure had disappeared.

“I saw him,” Jim said, his voice on the edge of hysteria. “He was this way. You heard it!”

Kerry took a step back. It was rare she saw him lose his cool in even the most trying times.

Jim must have seen the look on Kerry’s face because he quickly looked away to regain his composure.

“I  heard  something  too,”  Kerry  said,  hoping  to  offer  an  olive  branch.

“We’ll search the rest of the building and see what we can find. I doubt we

—”

The sound of a door opening echoed from the back of the building and again, Jim sprinted toward the noise, but this time Kerry managed to keep in step with him.

Three  different  turns  down  hallways  led  them  to  the  back  door  they heard open, which was still slowly closing from the mechanized swing that prevented it from slamming, and Jim lowered his shoulder just as the door closed and burst outside into the bright sunlight.

Kerry  quickly  followed  and  was  momentarily  blinded  by  the  sunlight, but when her eyes adjusted, the back of the building was empty.

“That’s  not  possible,”  Jim  said,  catching  his  breath  as  he  stumbled forward several steps.

The back of the building was nothing but an open concrete path for at least one hundred yards. There was no way anyone could have gotten out of here fast enough for them not to have seen at least a glimpse of the person they were chasing.

Jim  spun  around,  looking  to  Kerry  to  make  sure  he  wasn’t  losing  his mind. “You saw the door, right?”

“Yeah,” Kerry answered, growing uneasy.

Jim lowered his head in disappointment and then marched back toward the  door  and  returned  into  the  building.  Kerry  lingered  outside  for  a  little while, unable to comprehend what she was seeing. It was like whoever they were chasing had vanished into thin air.

Kerry  returned  into  the  building  and  saw  Jim  standing  in  the  atrium where they had first run. His pistol was holstered and his hands were on his hips, studying his surroundings.

“Someone wanted us to come here,” Jim said. “We’re being led. And I don’t know why.”

“Being led by the person who took Rudy?” Kerry asked.

“If Rudy was even taken,” Jim answered.

Kerry holstered her weapon, her body starting to break out in a sweat from the stress and the exertion. She would need to change her shirt when they returned to the station.

“We  need  to  search  the  building,”  Jim  said.  “There’s  something  here we’re supposed to find. Something we’re supposed to see.”

“And  you  think  the  person  who  led  us  here  has  a  message  for  us  or something?”

Jim nodded. “I do.”

Kerry knew they had run across stranger things during their cases, but she thought maybe Jim was grasping at straws. She knew he wanted to find something here that would help the case and his father.

“We  have  to  call  out  a  forensic  team  anyway,”  Jim  said,  hoping  that switching back to more of a logical explanation would help him sound less manic.

“All  right,”  Kerry  said,  knowing  Jim  was  right.  “Might  as  well  get  a head start.”

The  pair  split  up  like  they  had  done  in  the  previous  building,  but  this time  Kerry  took  the  first  floor  and  kicked  Jim  upstairs.  This  particular building  was  a  lot  older  than  the  one  before,  and  Kerry  had  no  desire  to crash through any rotting floors.

Kerry started in the back and worked her way forward. She looked into offices,  playrooms,  a  kitchen  area,  bathrooms,  and  one  room  which  had  a pair of old bunk beds. She figured the halfway home must have been used by both children and adults, judging by some of the amenities.

But aside from old and rotting furniture and dust that had piled so high, it  was  almost  like  a  second  coating  of  paint,  Kerry  saw  no  evidence  to suggest whoever was here left anything behind.

Halfway  through  her  search  of  the  first  floor,  her  senses  were  jolted when  she  opened  a  door.  It  revealed  a  staircase  that  led  beneath  the building, and she was blasted by a cool draft.

The  hairs  on  the  back  of  Kerry’s  neck  stiffened  as  she  stared  deeper down into the staircase. And she was sure there was something down there.

Something bad.

“Jim!” Kerry shouted, and she immediately heard his footsteps stop to listen. “I think I’ve got something!”

“All right, I’m on my way down,” Jim shouted.

Kerry aimed her pistol and flashlight down the stairs. The light reached the bottom of the staircase, but she only saw a bare patch of dirty concrete.

When Jim finally joined her side, he already had his weapon drawn with his own light. He was short of breath, his eyes wide with a mixture of fear

and excitement. “The air feels cooler than normal.”

“A/C is running down there,” Kerry said.

Jim nodded, eager to see what was below. “You ready?”

Kerry wasn’t sure what they would find, but as she nodded and took that first  step  down  into  the  oblivion,  the  sickening  feeling  in  her  stomach worsened.

The  stairs  groaned  on  their  descent,  and  between  the  noise  and  the lights,  they  had  no  element  of  surprise.  Whatever  was  waiting  for  them downstairs knew they were coming.

A wall to their right blocked most of the view down the stairs until the last  dozen  steps,  and  both  Kerry  and  Jim  pivoted  their  lights  in  the  same direction, hoping to get a better look at what was waiting for them, and both were surprised.

The  end  of  Kerry’s  weapon  dipped  slightly  as  she  walked  into  the darkened space. “What the hell is all of this?”

There  were  several  mattresses  stacked  in  the  corner.  Next  to  the  beds was a basket of sheets, and Kerry recognized the scent of male pheromones on them when she grew closer.

“Smells like someone was having sex down here,” Kerry said.

“And filming it,” Jim said.

Kerry  turned  around  and  saw  Jim  aiming  his  light  at  a  cluster  of  film equipment. Lights, stands, video cameras, and a desktop computer next to a card  table  with  a  monitor  was  stashed  neatly  in  the  corner.  Kerry  walked over to the computer and saw that the cover had been torn off. “Someone took the hard drive out.” She turned around and flashed her light near Jim, and  the  sight  of  his  ghost-white  face  made  her  own  complexion  lighten.

“Jim?” She turned toward the direction of where he was looking and saw another door.

Jim  walked  toward  it,  Kerry  hanging  back,  sensing  something  terrible behind it. She had never grown frightened of anything before on a case, and she found it odd that it should happen now. She almost told Jim not to open it, but before she had a chance to speak the words, he swung the door open.

“Oh my god,” Kerry said.

Jim  shone  his  light  inside,  illuminating  a  small  room  no  larger  than  a closet filled with children.
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I t was difficult to pull the children out of the room. All of them were  frightened  out  of  their  minds.  Jim  had  stood  there  for  a long  time,  doing  his  best  to  reassure  the  children  he  wouldn’t hurt them, but it was like trying to convince a baby not to cry when they were hungry. It just went against their instinct.

It took the combined effort from a group of adults and the lure of food before any of them were willing to come out.

Seven children in total, each of them ranging from five to eleven years old. All of them wore the same blank-eyed stare of an individual who had gone through the worst kind of trauma in the world.

Paramedics were called onto the scene to examine the children, and Jim waited until the kids were cleared before he spoke to them.

Jim  had  heard  of  the  raids  by  VICE  units  involved  with  underage  sex workers, but he had never been a part of it himself. It was harder to witness than he expected.

“Some of those kids didn’t look older than five or six,” Kerry said, her voice still hollowed from the shock of what they’d found. “Who does that to a kid? How could anyone—” She cut herself off, covering her mouth and shaking her head.

Jim had been exposed to sexually abusive adults in the system, but he had always been able to fight them off. He figured a bloody nose was better than anything else the sickos planned to do to him. But he had known kids that didn’t fight back.

“We need to talk to them,” Jim said. “See what they remember, where they came from, who brought them here.”

“It took us an hour to get them out of the closet,” Kerry said. “None of them spoke a word. I don’t think these kids are going to trust any adult for a long time. Not after what they have been through.”

“Maybe,”  Jim  said,  his  eyes  still  glued  to  the  back  of  the  ambulance.

“But we have to try.”

The  sea  of  police  vehicles  clogged  the  streets.  What  few  pedestrians were nearby looked bewildered by the sudden show of police force.

The bust had been big enough to call out the bigwigs to the scene. Both Captain  Kierney  and  Chief  Harwin  were  speaking  with  Lieutenant Mullocks.

Jim had briefed her on the situation once they had found the children.

The  combination  of  the  missing  child,  the  dead  kid  they  found,  and  the recently discovered child pornography ring had created the perfect storm to catch the attention of the brass at the very top.

“I’m surprised the mayor didn’t make an appearance,” Kerry said, arms crossed  and  watching  their  superiors  discuss  how  best  to  present  the situation to the media.

“Kiddie porn doesn’t make for good political clout,” Jim said. “Even if you’re stopping it. He’ll probably come out once all of this is done.”

Kerry turned to Jim. “I’m convinced this is connected, just like you, but if this is as big as we both think it is, then we’re going to have to play nice with  other  departments.  Just  like  the  deceased  kid,  we’re  out  of  our jurisdiction on this one.”

“I know,” Jim said.

But Jim didn’t think Kerry understood just how big this really was. The similarities  between  all  three  instances  were  eerie.  And  after  the  shadow Jim had chased through the building, he was unable to shake the feeling he was  being  led  by  a  leash.  Someone  had  targeted  his  family,  and  someone was trying to tie all of this back to him. And Jim had no idea why.

Mullocks  finally  broke  away  from  the  Captain  and  Chief  and  joined Kerry and Jim by the front of the building. She huffed upon her arrival, and Jim suspected the conversation wasn’t pleasant.

“Chief wants a task force put together to look into all of this,” Mullocks said.

Kerry  groaned.  “You’re  kidding.  You  know  how  long  it’ll  take  for people to get up to speed? Hell, how long it’ll take to pick a team?”

“We’ve  already  got  a  team,”  Mullocks  said,  then  pointed  to  Jim  and Kerry.  “You  pick  who  you  want.  You’ll  have  complete  oversight  of  the entire investigation.”

Jim  studied  the  lieutenant’s  face,  waiting  for  the  other  shoe  to  drop.

“You’re serious.”

“Dead serious,” Mullocks answered. “They want to put this in both of your hands.”

Both of them had been the black sheep of the department for so long, neither  of  them  could  believe  they  had  earned  the  trust  of  those  that  had once sought to destroy them.

“This is the part where you profusely thank your lieutenant for helping to guide you along the path to this redemption arc of your career,” Mullocks said.

Kerry laughed and then wrapped her arms around the L-T and scooped her off the ground, spinning around in a circle before setting her back down.

“Lieutenant, I don’t know what to say.”

Mullocks took a moment so her head would stop spinning. “Why do tall people  always  want  to  pick  short  people  off  the  ground?”  She  glared  at Kerry  for  a  moment,  but  it  quickly  dissolved  into  a  grin.  “Just  say  thank you.”

“Thank you,” Kerry said, still giddy.

Jim was glad to have been handed the case, but judging from his stoic response, no one would have guessed it. But he made sure he expressed his gratitude. “We won’t let you down.”

“I know you won’t, but,” Mullocks glanced behind her and then leaned closer to Jim, “the brass know about your father and his involvement with the missing persons case. I didn’t want this to come back and bite you in the ass, so I made sure to disclose that bit. It needed to be done.”

Jim  understood,  and  he  knew  once  the  news  hit  the  wire  about  his father, the situation would be impossible to contain. “It was going to come out anyway.”

“The  truth  tends  to  do  that  too,”  Mullocks  said.  “And  Kerry  will  run point on this. It was the only way I could convince the chief and the captain to  keep  you  on  board,  Jim.  They  think  you  might  be  too  close  to  this because of what’s happening with your father.”

Jim  wasn’t  surprised.  Despite  his  record  with  the  department  and  the newfound  faith  in  his  abilities,  he  knew  people  still  looked  at  him  as  the

rogue  detective.  The  man  who  ratted  out  his  partner,  even  though  his partner  had  done  some  very  terrible  things.  But  people  chose  to  see  what they  wanted  to  see,  and  no  amount  of  success  was  going  to  change  true prejudice.

“I’ve got to run back to the precinct,” Mullocks said. “Five-man team.

Pull who you want, from anywhere. Dealer’s choice. Just make it quick.”

Once the lieutenant was gone, Kerry punched Jim’s arm.

“Can you believe it?” Kerry asked.

“No,” Jim answered, his mind still reeling from the situation. He turned back to the building where they had found the children stuffed in the closet down  in  the  basement.  He  wondered  how  long  they  had  been  down  there and what disgusting acts they were forced to perform. But most of all, he wondered  who  had  brought  them  here,  who  had  plucked  them  from  their homes  and  families  and  thrust  them  into  a  life  of  servitude  against  their will, stealing their innocence and their childhood.

“Jim?” Kerry asked. “You still with me?”

“Yeah.” Jim’s voice hardened. “I’m still here.”

“Hey, we’re going to catch the people behind this,” Kerry said, stepping into his line of sight as he continued to stare up at the building. “You know that, right?”

Jim  did  know  it,  but  the  sight  of  those  children,  that  equipment,  that sickening smell radiating off of the dirty sheets had brought to surface an anger  he  hadn’t  felt  in  a  long  time.  An  anger  he  had  always  been  able  to control. But he felt his grip on control slipping away. All of those years he spent caging the beast that had nearly ruined his life was starting to break free.

It wasn’t the first time he’d felt it slipping, but he had always been able to regain control. But what was different now was the fact he didn’t want to control it. He wanted the beast out.

Jim  finally  looked  away  from  the  building  and  back  at  Kerry.  He  saw the worry on her face, but before she could touch on the subject any further, one of the medics from the ambulance approached them.

“How are they doing?” Jim asked.

Jim wasn’t sure if the paramedic was naturally pale or if it had been the work on the kids that had stolen the color from his complexion, but the man was clearly shaken.

“Most of them have STDs, and all of them have severe malnutrition,”

he said. “It took us a while for any of the kids to let us work on them, but we’ve done all we can do from here. We need to get them to the hospital for a more thorough examination.”

Jim knew it was the last thing any of those kids wanted, being exposed to more strangers in a loud, confusing environment, touched by adults they didn’t know. “Anything stands out to you?”

The medic took a deep breath and then exhaled, puffing his cheeks. “I don’t really know where to start.”

“Any unusual markings?” Jim asked.

The medic perked up. “Actually, yeah. I mean, all of the kids had some type of physical scars and bruising, but there was one kid, a little girl, she had what looked like some kind of branding.”

Both Jim and Kerry stepped closer. “What did it look like?”

“It  was  a  vertical  line,  with  two  horizontal  lines  cut  into  it,”  he answered.

“Was it on the inside of her left ankle?” Jim asked.

The  medic  paused,  surprised  by  the  sudden  connection.  “Actually, yeah.”

Jim looked past the medic and toward the ambulance. “I need to talk to that  girl.”  When  the  medic  didn’t  move,  Jim  turned  his  attention  back  to him. “It’s important.”

The medic was unsure of the protocol, but he allowed Jim and Kerry to come over to the ambulance. “You won’t have very long. We leave in five minutes.  I’m  more  concerned  about  their  health  than  I  am  with  your  case right now. Understand?”

“Thank you,” Kerry answered.

The medic led them to the third ambulance, where they saw the small girl  wrapped  up  in  a  massive  blue  blanket.  Only  her  face  was  visible through  the  small  hole,  her  eyes  wide  and  attentive,  no  doubt  waiting  for something terrible to happen.

“Jesus,” Kerry said, whispering under her breath when she saw the little girl.

“Let me talk to her,” Jim said.

“Yeah, okay,” Kerry said, nodding quickly, and then she stepped away to take a call.

“Do you mind if I speak to her alone?” Jim asked, looking to the other adults  in  the  back.  No  one  objected,  and  once  the  area  was  clear,  Jim climbed into the back of the ambulance and sat next to the little girl who stared up at him with the same wide-eyed expression she’d been wearing.

“Don’t  forget  to  blink.”  Jim  smiled,  teasing  her  a  little,  but  the  girl’s expression didn’t change. “What’s your name?”

The girl remained quiet and looked away.

Jim knew he was dealing with someone who was in a very fragile state.

And he remembered adults trying to connect with him after he was pulled from a traumatic home, and how much he hated the way they spoke to him.

“Ever been to the Hampton Center?” Jim asked.

The girl looked back up at him, recognizing the name.

Jim pointed to himself. “I was there for six months. Worst food in the system. Every day for lunch they served us the same bologna sandwich with hard,  dry  bread  and  this  stinky  cheese.  I  can’t  eat  bologna  to  this  day anymore.”

“They serve PB&J now,” she said, her voice as small but clear. “It’s not too bad.”

Jim smiled, nodding along. “Glad to hear they changed it.”

The girl looked up at Jim and studied him with a curious gaze. “You’re an orphan?”

Jim  noted  the  fact  the  girl  used  present  tense  and  not  past.  It  was something most of the kids in the system used because it was a label that followed them around their entire lives. “Yes.”

The girl paused again, deliberating whether or not she could trust him, and then finally settled on her answer. “I’m Claudia.”

“I’m Jim,” he said.

“I  knew  a  boy  named  Jim  at  my  old  house,”  Claudia  said.  “He  was nice.”

“Is that where you were before you came here?” Jim asked, hoping to follow the thread the girl was giving him.

Claudia nodded.

“Do you remember how you got here?” Jim asked.

Claudia bowed her head and kicked her dangling legs against the bench where they sat, her lips sealed.

Jim  knew  asking  the  girl  about  how  she  arrived  here  would  trigger memories of the abuse, and right now, that might be more than she could

handle, so he changed his tactic. “You have a mark on your ankle. Can I see it?”

Slowly, Claudia lifted up her pant leg, and Jim saw the exact same mark on her as there was on the dead boy they found only hours ago.

“Do you know who gave that to you?” Jim asked.

Claudia shook her head. “I’ve always had it.” She lowered her pant leg and resumed the rhythmic swinging of her legs.

Jim needed more from the girl, but he knew if he pushed her too hard, she would shut down. “People hurt me in the system too when I was your age. But I never had to go through anything like what you’ve experienced.

You’re a very strong, brave girl for surviving this, Claudia.”

Claudia stopped swinging and looked up at Jim. “I’m scared.”

It was the honest way in which she expressed herself that broke Jim’s heart.  Children  always  had  a  way  about  cutting  to  the  truth  of  the  matter, and Jim didn’t know why people grew out of it.

“It’s  okay  to  be  scared,”  Jim  said,  and  then  took  the  girl’s  hand.  “But I’m going to make sure the person who did this to you won’t ever do it to anyone else again. You’re safe now. Do you believe me?”

Claudia nodded without hesitation.

“Good,” Jim said.

And then, not realizing Claudia would say anything, she leaned closer to Jim and dropped her voice to a whisper.

“It was the Tall Man,” Claudia said.

Jim frowned. “He was the person who took you?”

Claudia nodded.

Jim knew the story was still passed around in the system, but the fact that the legend had resurfaced so frequently within the same case disturbed him.

“Jim,”  Kerry  said,  knocking  on  the  door  with  the  paramedic  standing next to her. “Time’s up.”

Jim nodded and then gave Claudia’s hand a reassuring squeeze. “You’re going to see some more doctors, and it’s going to feel scary, but the people you’ll see are only there to help you, okay?”

Claudia  nodded  and  then  hugged  Jim,  pressing  her  body  against  his side.

Jim  waited  until  Claudia  released  him  before  he  stood  to  leave,  and when he rejoined Kerry outside, he watched the ambulance until it was out

of sight.

“The autopsy of the kid we found is finished, and they managed to get an ID,” Kerry said. “You get anything from her?”

Jim wasn’t sure how to respond, because while he didn’t believe the girl was lying, they couldn’t arrest a legend, and chasing after a myth would get them nowhere. “She didn’t remember who took her, so she said it was the Tall Man.”

“From the story?” Kerry asked.

“Hopefully Jen will have some more concrete data for us.” Jim offered one  last  look  at  the  building  before  he  turned  away  and  he  and  Kerry walked in the same stride back toward their vehicle. “Who are you thinking for the task force?”

“I’ve already got a few names in mind,” Kerry said.

“Good.” The truth was Jim didn’t care who was on the team. The only item he was concerned with was locating the scumbags behind all of this, and why his family had been dragged into the center of it.

But on the ride over, Jim remembered the first night alone after he had heard the story of the Tall Man, and how he was convinced he had seen the monster  in  his  room  that  night.  The  mind  was  a  powerful  tool,  but  Jim wondered how much of the legend was based on truth.

9

F or once, Jim drove so Kerry could reach out to the people she wanted to join their task force. Missy had been the first call,  and  she  was  immediately  pulled  from  all  current projects  to  focus  solely  on  researching  and  analyzing  all  of  the  evidence they had collected.

Both  Jim  and  Kerry  had  learned  the  truth  could  be  buried  in  the  most complicated of legal documents. There was usually a name or an entity that was connected to something illegal.

“Thanks, Missy.” Kerry hung up and moved down to the next name on her list. “That’s one down.”

“I didn’t hear you tell her about the fence company,” Jim said.

“Shit,”  Kerry  said.  “I’ll  email  her  about  it.”  Kerry  grabbed  the  laptop that  was  stationed  in  the  center  console  and  pivoted  it  toward  her  by  the swinging arm it was connected to. “You’re all right with the other names?”

Jim  knew  Kerry  was  looking  for  affirmation.  She  was  nervous  about taking point on the case. She had earned her shield late in life, but she was a damn  good  cop.  And  she  was  a  better  investigator  than  she  gave  herself credit for.

“You know as well as I do that they’re good,” Jim said. “Don’t doubt yourself.”

Kerry  exhaled.  “Right.  You’re  right.”  She  finished  the  email  and  then notified the other detectives.

By  the  time  they  arrived  at  the  hospital,  the  entire  team  had  been notified and the task force was complete. Kerry had instructed everyone to

head over to the Five and begin compiling the timeline of events, starting with Rudy’s disappearance.

The lieutenant had arranged space at the precinct for them to work, and the  moment  they  were  done  with  the  autopsy,  they  would  return  to  the building and everyone would compare notes.

Jim checked his watch, noting the time. They were already five hours into the case, and they had no new leads on Rudy, which had triggered into motion  all  of  the  following  events.  It  wasn’t  uncommon  for  them  not  to have a lead yet, but the longer the case idled, the harder it was to close it.

The last thing Jim wanted was for Rudy to become lost in the shuffle.

With so much else in play on the case, he didn’t want to lose the focus of bringing the boy home. Wherever he might be.

After  Jim  arrived  at  the  hospital,  he  parked  up  front  by  the  other emergency vehicles. Jim and Kerry flashed their badges to the nurse at the front desk, most of who already knew who they were, and Lilly waved at them when they entered. She’d sign them in.

The morgue was located downstairs in the hospital basement. It was the stereotypical location, and the elevator groaned and jolted on the way down.

The fluorescent and halogen lighting made for an ominous effect, and when one of the lights flickered, it added to the eerie ambiance.

Jim  pushed  the  door  to  the  morgue  open  and  immediately  spotted Jennifer with her bright red curls in the back of the room. She was sitting at her desk, munching on a sandwich as she swiveled around, covering her full mouth.

“Sorry  to  interrupt,”  Kerry  said,  glancing  at  the  covered  body  on  the steel table to their right.

Jennifer finished chewing and swallowed, setting the sandwich down on a  napkin  as  she  dusted  her  fingers  off  onto  her  white  lab  coat.  “I  was starting to think you guys weren’t going to come.”

“Jim drove,” Kerry said.

Jim  walked  over  to  the  table,  still  remembering  exactly  what  the  boy looked  like  when  he  had  found  him  on  the  floor  in  the  building  they  had broken into.

The  boy  was  ice  blue  beneath  the  examination  light.  His  light  brown hair  had  been  brushed  back,  probably  Jennifer’s  doing  as  she  combed through the body for any fibers. He was naked, and Jim saw the scars and bruises that had been concealed by the boy’s clothes.

“He’d been beaten before,” Jim said.

“Yes,  and  brutally,”  Jennifer  replied,  her  tone  solemn,  which  was  rare for  her,  and  it  caught  both  Kerry  and  Jim’s  attention.  “During  my examination,  I  uncovered  several  broken  bones  on  the  child’s  body,  and nearly all of them were healed improperly.” She walked to the right side of the  table  and  pointed  to  the  boy’s  arm.  “The  right  arm  was  particularly disfigured from repeated blows to the forearm. I believe he was blocking a blunt object from striking him on the head.”

“He was putting himself into a defensive position,” Jim said.

“Yes, I believe so,” Jennifer replied.

“What  about  the  cause  of  death?”  Kerry  asked.  “From  what  you’re telling us, all of the internal injuries are too old to have killed him.”

Jennifer  cleared  her  throat.  “Yes.  In  fact,  the  boy  hadn’t  been  hurt  in quite some time. All of the bruises you see here happened post mortem.”

“The boy was moved,” Jim said.

“So  the  building  we  found  wasn’t  our  crime  scene,”  Kerry  said,  then stomped one foot on the ground. “Shit.”

“Correct,” Jennifer answered.

“What about the cause of death?” Jim asked.

Jennifer  reached  into  her  pocket  for  a  pair  of  gloves  and  put  them  on with  the  ease  of  a  medical  professional  who  had  worn  thousands  of  pairs before. “At first, I thought there might be some type of strangulation, but because there was no bruising around the throat, I ruled it out.” She opened the  boy’s  mouth  and  pointed  into  the  back  of  his  throat.  “But  upon examination of the mouth, I found a strange substance on the back of the boy’s throat.”

Jim  and  Kerry  leaned  forward  to  get  a  better  look  at  the  inside  of  the mouth.  Jim  noted  a  purple  tinge  to  the  back  of  the  boy’s  throat,  but  he would  have  guessed  it  would  have  been  a  part  of  the  decomposition process.

“What is it?” Kerry asked.

“It’s the after-effects of inflammation on the throat,” Jennifer said. “At one point, the boy’s throat was completely closed, and what you’re looking at here is the aftermath of the seal.”

“So,  the  throat  opened  again?”  Jim  asked.  “That  doesn’t  sound  very common.”

“It’s not,” Jennifer replied. “In fact, throughout my entire career, I have never  come  across  anything  like  it  before.  But  when  I  received  the toxicology  report  I  requested,  I  discovered  why.”  She  stepped  away  from the  body  and  walked  over  to  her  desk  and  her  computer,  where  Jim  and Kerry joined her. “The boy was poisoned by a blend of maito-toxins.”

“Of what?” Kerry asked.

“Marine toxins,” Jennifer answered. “Several species of marine life are very poisonous. The boy had over a dozen different types of toxins in his body that attributed to his death.”

“Also very specific,” Jim said, speaking out loud now. “I don’t suppose you were able to identify the toxins?”

Jennifer smiled and then handed Jim the printout of the information she had managed to pull. “All twelve.”

Kerry  clapped  Jennifer  on  the  shoulder.  “Jen,  when  I  first  met  you,  I thought you were a little weird, but I never doubted your ability to get the job done. Good work.”

Jennifer frowned. “You thought I was weird?”

Jim  studied  the  paper  and  the  list  of  marine  animals  that  contributed their poisons. He barely recognized any of the names, and he figured most of these species were very rare. Like Jennifer, he had never come across a case that involved poison, let alone exotic marine poison.

“We need to run down these names, see if there is anyone out in the city who  would  deal  with  or  have  access  to  these  animals,”  Jim  said,  then glanced  back  to  Jennifer.  “Kerry  mentioned  you  were  able  to  identify  the body?”

“I  didn’t,  but  the  homicide  detectives  who  worked  the  case  did,”

Jennifer  said,  swiveling  back  around  onto  the  computer  to  search  for  the name. “It was… Barry Smith.”

Jim thought he knew the answer before he spoke it aloud, but he asked it anyway. “Foster system?”

“They didn’t tell me,” Jennifer answered.

Jim  returned  his  attention  to  Ben’s  body.  He’d  be  surprised  if  the  kid wasn’t  an  orphan.  Everything  they  had  seen  so  far  matched  a  theme.

Someone  was  specifically  targeting  foster  kids,  exploiting  those  who needed the most protection.

“Thanks  for  the  information,  Jen,”  Kerry  said.  “You  can  send  us  the report via email?”

“It’ll  be  in  your  inbox  by  the  time  you  leave  the  hospital,”  Jennifer answered, smiling.

Kerry walked toward the door, Jim joining her, but then stopped when Jennifer called out to him.

“Jim, I was wondering if I could speak to you in private for a moment,”

Jennifer said.

Jim stopped, not thinking anything of the request, but he frowned when he noticed the smiling tone in Kerry’s voice.

“I’ll wait for you out front,” Kerry said.

Once the pair was alone, Jim noticed the change in Jennifer’s demeanor as  she  approached  him.  She  nervously  twisted  her  fingers  together  and struggled to keep his gaze. “I’ve realized there is never going to be a good time to bring this up, seeing as how the only times we see each other are when something terrible has happened, but,” she paused, her voice catching in  her  throat,  which  had  suddenly  gone  dry.  “I  wanted  to  ask  you  out  to dinner.”

Jim stood silent for a moment, unsure if he had imagined what she said, but when the words finally breached his confusion and shock, he couldn’t find his voice.

“I’ve wanted to ask you for a long time,” Jennifer said. “But I wasn’t sure how you would feel about it, and every time I considered asking, we were standing over the body of some dead kid, and I just—” Jen spoke a mile a minute, but she cut herself off, shutting her eyes. She took a breath and slowed down. “I like you, Jim. And I’d like to get to know you outside of the job. That’s all. That’s all I have to say.”

The pair stood awkwardly for a moment, and Jim knew the ball was in his court. He hadn’t expected to be asked such a question, especially amid everything that was happening with his family.

The  longer  Jim  said  nothing,  the  more  awkward  he  knew  it  would become, but he was struggling to find the right words.

“I  don’t  think  right  now  is  the  best  time,”  Jim  said,  answering  the question  without  actually  answering  the  question,  but  the  result  was  still devastating to watch unfold over Jennifer’s face.

“I understand,” Jennifer said, forcing a smile, but it was betrayed by her eyes, and she lowered her gaze, taking a step back from Jim. “Good luck with the case.”

Jim watched Jennifer turn around, and the sudden and inexplicable urge to reach for her consumed him. He wanted to tell her that he would love to go out with her, that he had also been wanting to be with her, but Jim knew how much his work consumed him.

Work was Jim’s life, and while it might sound sad and empty to some people, he thrived on it. And he didn’t see that changing in the foreseeable future. It was best to let this moment pass and allow Jennifer to move on and find someone that could make her happy.

Jim had limited experience with happiness, and he wasn’t sure if he was capable  of  giving  it  to  another  human  being.  He  had  tried  to  do  it  in  the past, but something always went wrong. And it was usually his fault.

But Jim was surprised to feel how disappointed he was with himself as he  turned  away  and  stepped  out  of  the  morgue.  The  entire  ride  up  to  the ground  floor  and  on  his  walk  to  meet  Kerry  outside  by  the  cruiser,  he continued  to  have  the  impulse  to  turn  around  and  tell  Jennifer  he  was wrong.

Kerry  was  smirking  by  the  driver's  door  as  Jim  approached  the passenger side. “So?”

Jim  paused,  looking  up  at  Kerry  with  his  fingers  beneath  the  door handle. “So what?”

Kerry laughed, but it disappeared the longer she examined his face, and disappointment flooded her expression. She shook her head. “I can’t believe you  sometimes.”  Kerry  opened  her  door  and  disappeared  inside  without further explanation.

Jim joined her in the car, unsure of what he did wrong. “You don’t even know what happened.”

Kerry rolled her eyes, starting the car. “I know exactly what happened.

Jennifer’s been eyeballing you since before we were even partners.”

Jim fidgeted uncomfortably in his seat, Kerry’s words compounding his regret. “It’s for the best.” But even as he spoke the words aloud, he tasted the falseness in his own voice.

“Whatever you say, Jim.” Kerry started the car and drove away from the hospital, her disappointment lingering in the cabin.

Unable to take the silence, Jim was about to speak his mind, explaining himself to his partner, which he never felt he needed to do in the first place, when his phone rang. It was his mother.

“Mom, what’s—”

“They’re charging him for making child pornography,” Mary said.

For  the  second  time  in  as  little  as  a  few  minutes,  he  was  found speechless by someone else’s words, but this time it was anger that coursed through  his  veins,  burning  away  his  speechlessness.  “Did  the  lawyer  tell you that?”

“Yes,” Mary said, her voice distressed. “He just spoke with the DA, and they’ll  be  filing  formal  charges  against  him  by  the  end  of  the  day.  Jim,  I don’t know what they think your father did, but he’s not some sicko who does things like this. You  know him.”

Jim thought back to the kids they had just freed from the building earlier in the day, and the equipment that had been stored in the basement and the missing hard drive from the computer they had found. “Where did they say they found the pornography?”

“I-I-I don’t know,” Mary answered. “I didn’t ask. Why does it matter?

He didn’t do any of this!”

Jim winced from the volume of his mother’s voice, which had risen to hysterical  levels,  and  he  leaned  the  phone  away  from  his  ear.  When  he returned his ear to the device, he heard crying. “Mom, listen to me, have the lawyer figure out the evidence filed against Dad. They’ll have to include it when they file charges.”

Mary  sniffled  and  cleared  her  throat,  trying  to  regain  her  composure.

“Okay.”

Jim knew his mother was falling apart, and while he was going through his own process of frustration, she had always been the rock in their family.

Now it was time for him to return the favor. He needed to be strong for her, guide  her  through  this  frightening  and  unforgiving  process.  It  was  only going  to  get  worse  before  it  got  better,  but  he  needed  to  keep  his  mother busy. “What about the kids?”

Jim  hoped  the  change  in  subject  to  her  children  would  help  jumpstart her out of her funk, because he knew there was no amount of stress or bad juju that could cause Mary Swisher to give up on the children in her care.

“They’re home,” Mary said, her voice regaining some of her strength.

“I’ve told them what’s happening.”

“Have any of them said anything about Rudy?” Jim asked, hoping for a lead.

“No,  but  I  can  ask  them  again,”  Mary  answered.  “I  think  everyone  is just in shock about what’s happening. The little ones are having the hardest

time.”

Jim  understood.  Children  with  unstable  pasts  were  always  wary  of unfortunate change. And now that they had a taste of a stable world, they feared their lives descending back into chaos. It was a natural reaction. “Tell them I’m going to sort everything out.”

“I know you will,” Mary said. “Be careful, Jim. Someone out there is trying to hurt us.”

“I will,” Jim said. “I love you, Mom.”

“I love you too.”

The call ended, and Jim stared down at the black screen of his phone.

He had never been a person who had openly given affection, so the “I love you’s” were very rare.

“Bad news?” Kerry asked.

Jim exhaled, rubbing his temples. “Yeah.” His head was throbbing.

Without  a  word,  Kerry  flipped  on  the  lights  and  sirens  so  they  could bypass  the  traffic  as  they  sped  toward  the  precinct.  Jim  knew  Kerry  was trying to offer an olive branch, getting to the precinct faster so they could work  on  the  case,  and  he  appreciated  it.  But  he  also  knew  that  whatever they were about to face was going to be much harder than anything they’d come  across  before.  Jim  was  in  uncharted  territory  because,  for  once,  he had no idea what was going on.
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W hen Jim and Kerry arrived at the precinct where Jim’s father was still being held, Jim had never felt more lost. For all of Jim’s  innate  ability  to  push  through  even  the  hardest  and most challenging of cases, he bled as everyone else. He needed to sleep and to eat. He could break down like everyone else. It just typically took a lot more to do it.

It was rare for Jim not to be able to handle what was coming his way, but all he could do right now was brace for the impact of the wall ahead.

The pair of detectives Jim had met with earlier were still on duty, and again Jim received the same stink eye from the arresting officers, but their opinions  were  the  least  of  his  worries.  He  managed  to  catch  his  father’s lawyer before he left, and the pair spoke quietly in the hallway since there was nowhere else for them to talk.

“The  DA  has  some  very  damning  evidence.”  The  lawyer  had  been court-appointed,  and  he  fit  the  typical  physical  mold  Jim  had  come  to expect from public defenders. He was balding, with a crown of brown hair that circled his head. He was out of shape, his suit too large for his body, and his briefcase looked like it had been run over by an eighteen-wheeler.

“What does he have?” Jim asked.

The  lawyer  glanced  around  them  and  waited  for  a  pair  of  officers  to pass before he spoke. “There is an apartment in your father’s name. There they  found  a  bunch  of  film  equipment,  computers,  and  a  hard  drive  with hundreds of videos of illicit underage material.”

Jim grimaced. “Was it just a hard drive?”

“There was a computer, but there was also an additional hard drive,” the lawyer answered.

Jim  remembered  the  computer  with  the  missing  hard  drive  they  had found  at  the  building  with  the  children  and  the  second  filming  site.  He would bet the children in those videos were the same kids they had pulled out of the closet. “Have you seen the evidence yet?”

The  lawyer  scoffed.  “No.  They’ll  wait  until  they  absolutely  have  to before they reveal all of their cards, but I know the DA. He wouldn’t have filed the charges if he didn’t think he had a case. I think the best play for your father is to take a plea deal.”

Jim frowned. “You can’t be serious.”

“A case like this is all about image,” the lawyer said. “All it takes is one bad image imprinted into the jury’s mind, and it doesn’t matter what kind of case we present. And right now the image that the DA is painting is foster father in financial trouble turns to exploiting his children for money.”

“My father isn’t taking a plea deal,” Jim said. “I’ll get you the evidence you need, but I need you to stand your ground. Can you do that?”

Jim addressed the man as if he were speaking to a child, and Jim could tell it perturbed the lawyer, but Jim wasn’t in the mood to play games. His father’s life and his family’s future were on the line.

“I can handle it,” the lawyer answered.

“Good.”  Jim  stepped  past  the  bloated  middle-aged  man,  leaving  him huffing about their interaction, and then headed to meet with his father.

It had been a long time since Jim had been nervous about speaking to his father, but he couldn’t shake the butterflies from his stomach.

Ray Swisher was still in the small interrogation room where he had met with the lawyer, so Jim didn’t have to wait to see him, but the moment he saw the state of his father’s condition, he felt his self-control start to slip.

“Dad, what happened?” Jim rushed to his father’s side.

Ray Swisher had one eye swollen shut, a busted lip, and several scrapes along  his  arm.  He  shook  his  head,  lifting  one  of  his  hands  as  far  as  his restraints would allow. “I’m fine.”

“You’re  not  fine.”  Jim  stormed  back  to  the  door  and  grabbed  the  first officer that passed him. “What happened to him?”

The cop yanked his arm free from Jim’s grip. “Fuck you.”

Jim stepped closer to engage the man, but it was his father’s voice that pulled him back.

“It’s not worth it, son,” Ray said.

Jim  knew  he  was  right,  but  it  still  pained  him  to  let  the  cop  go.  He doubted anyone here was going to help him or his dad. He returned inside the room and shut the door.

“Do  you  know  who  did  that  to  you?”  Jim  asked.  “Could  you  identify them?”

Ray shook his head, his movements slow, his expression pained. “Some of the inmates. I didn’t get a good look.”

Jim knew that criminals considered pedophiles the bottom of the barrel.

He wouldn’t be surprised if one of the detectives leaked his father’s charges to the other prisoners.

“I suppose you heard the bad news,” Ray said.

Jim sat down, hands folded on the table. He nodded.

Ray bowed his head, his shackles grinding against the table. Because of the  violent  and  grotesque  nature  of  his  crimes,  Jim  knew  the  authorities weren’t going to take any chances. “How’s your mother doing? Have you seen her?”

“She’s picking up the kids from school and taking them home, making sure  they  understand  what’s  happening  before  they  hear  it  from  a secondhand source,” Jim said.

Ray’s  complexion  paled  at  the  mention  of  the  children.  It  must  have been the first time he realized that this was going to be made public. “That’s a smart move.”

“Dad, what have they told you?” Jim asked.

“They told me that I was under arrest for child abuse,” Ray said. “I told them that I didn’t know what they were talking about, and then they read me my rights, cuffed me, and brought me down here.”

“What else did you tell them?” Jim asked.

“The  only  thing  I’ve  told  them  is  that  I  didn’t  do  what  they  said  I’ve done,” Ray said.

“And have they mentioned any names to you?”

“Names?”

“Yeah.” Jim was hesitant to reveal too much information because if this ended up going to trial, then he didn’t want the prosecution to use anything he said here against his father in court.

Ray  thought  for  a  moment  and  then  shook  his  head.  “No.  No,  they didn’t mention any names to me.”

Jim  figured  as  much.  It  was  the  smart  play  if  they  wanted  a  genuine confession.  The  justice  system  was  rarely  fair,  and  the  image  cast  to  the public through the lens of the media was never flattering. They would cast him as the villain, the worst of the worst until they had broken him and his family.

One bad thing can erase a lifetime of good.

“Dad,  this  is  going  to  get  worse  before  it  gets  better,”  Jim  said, maintaining  an  even-keeled  tone.  “People  are  going  to  dig  into  your  past, analyze everything you’ve ever done, good and bad, and if there is anything you think that they will be able to find, then you need to tell me.”

It  broke  Jim’s  heart  to  ask  his  father  that,  and  he  saw  the  surprise register on Ray’s face. Because the fact Jim had to ask the question meant there was the tiniest sliver of doubt in Jim’s head that his father was capable of his accusations, and Jim struggled to keep his own emotions in check as his father bowed his head.

“No,”  Ray  said,  his  voice  quiet  and  defeated,  as  if  Jim  had  already delivered  the  death  blow.  “Nothing  that  would  be  newsworthy.”  He  lifted his  eyes,  focusing  on  Jim.  “All  men  sin.  No  man  is  without  the  fall  from grace.”

Ashamed, Jim lowered his head. “I’m sorry. I had to ask.”

Ray nodded. “I understand.”

Jim  fidgeted  with  his  hands,  the  moment  making  him  nervous.  There was  so  much  he  wanted  to  say,  and  while  he  believed  his  father  was innocent, he knew a jury might not see it that way. And for the first time in his career, Jim wasn’t sure he could figure the case out. He was floundering like a fish out of water, gasping for air and desperate to breathe.

“How’s the case for Rudy?” Ray asked.

Jim knew it might become a conflict of interest to speak about the case, but  with  the  way  things  had  been  playing  out,  Jim  didn’t  think  it  would matter. “Things are moving slowly. But I think this is all connected.”

Ray nodded. “I’ve been getting that feeling too.”

Jim leaned forward, studying his father. “Are you sure Rudy wasn’t into anything? He didn’t say he had met some new people? You haven’t noticed anyone lingering around the house or at their school? Anything like that?”

Ray shook his head. “If there was, then I missed it. I could be losing my touch in my old age.”

“You’re not old,” Jim said.

Ray rubbed the knuckles on his left hand. “Well, I’m starting to feel it.

That’s for sure.”

“What  about  threats  from  anyone  at  work?”  Jim  asked,  grasping  at straws.

“No,” Ray said. “Nothing like that.”

Jim leaned back in his chair, rubbing his face until it was red. “It has to be someone close. This is all too personal.”

“Personal how?” Ray asked.

Jim dropped his hands into his lap and drew in a deep breath. “So far, Rudy’s  disappearance  is  connected  to  two  other  cases,  and  both  of  those cases also involve children in the foster system.”

Ray winced. “The kids they said were in those videos? They were foster kids?”

Jim nodded.

Anger flashed over Ray’s face, and he clenched his fists. The chains on his wrists grew taut and rattled. “I don’t understand how people can do that to children.”

“There are monsters in this world,” Jim said.

Ray calmed slightly and nodded. “And you know that more than most.”

Jim glanced at the scars that marked his palms. He didn’t want to think about his past right now. All he wanted to think about was making sure he cleared his father’s name, and that might mean breaking some of the rules.

“There  was  a  slip  of  paper  in  the  box  we  found  in  Rudy’s  room.  It  was coordinates that led us to an old DCF building. It’s abandoned now, but we found a dead boy inside.”

Ray flinched. “Oh my god.”

“He was another foster child,” Jim said. “We know that much for sure.

He was poisoned.”

“Poisoned?”  Ray  asked,  a  mixture  of  surprise  and  skepticism  in  his voice.

“The medical examiner said it was a blend of different marine toxins,”

Jim said, going through the case in his head. “And the video Rudy made, we tracked it to another abandoned building where we found kids who had been used in illicit videos. And one of them had a strange marking on them, just like the body we found.”

Ray grew very still, quiet, and solemn. “What kind of marking?”

Jim  had  never  seen  anything  like  it  before,  and  since  Jennifer  didn’t know what it was, Jim wasn’t sure how to describe it. “It was made of only three lines. The first one was long, running vertical, and it was marked by shorter horizontal lines. It was too deliberate to be a scar, but it’s not any marking we’ve been able to associate with any known gangs. It’s something new.”

Lost in his own thoughts, Jim didn’t notice the grave expression on his father’s face until a few moments later.

“Dad?” Jim asked.

Ray’s  complexion  had  gone  ghost-white,  and  he  leaned  back  into  his seat.  He  wavered  almost  as  though  he  were  going  to  pass  out,  but  he managed to right himself before he fell.

Jim didn’t understand what was happening or why his father had reacted to the news in such a way. But Ray Swisher looked like he had seen a ghost.

“What is it?”

“I’ve seen a mark like that before.” Ray’s mouth had gone dry, and his eyes had glazed over as he stared at a section of the table, as if he had seen whatever  ghost  was  currently  haunting  him.  But  he  eventually  found  his voice,  though  it  was  haggard  and  tired.  “During  our  first  year,  when  we started fostering children, we took in three kids. Originally we had thought it  would  be  better  to  have  only  one,  but  the  social  worker  we’d  been working  with  had  so  many  children  who  needed  help  that  we  decided  to take three.”

Jim leaned forward, listening to the story very intently.

“All  three  were  boys.  The  youngest  was  seven,  and  the  oldest  was sixteen,”  Ray  said,  his  voice  regaining  some  of  its  strength  the  longer  he continued with the story. “They had all been involved in violent homes, and your  mother  and  I  were  eager  to  get  them  onto  a  path  of  healing.  And everything went well for the first few weeks.” He smiled, the corners of his mouth turning upward briefly before snapping back into a stoic expression.

“But then things got worse.”

Jim  had  heard  his  parents  tell  stories  of  children  they  fostered  before, but never had he seen such shame and trepidation over his parents’ faces as he  saw  in  this  one.  There  was  a  darkness  to  it,  a  long  shadow  the  man couldn’t escape.

“Back then, I took on most of the responsibility of earning money for the household,” Ray said. “At the time, it was just easier to keep track of

everything  that  way,  especially  having  the  new  kids  around.  But  I  came home from work one day and I saw Mary waiting for me on the porch. She was  smoking.  I  think  I’d  seen  her  smoke  maybe  a  handful  of  times  since we’d been together, so I knew something was wrong.”

The smoking was news to Jim.

“She paced back and forth, puffing on the cigarette,” Ray said. “I saw her  hand  shaking.  She  was  stressed,  I  don’t  think  I’d  ever  seen  her  so stressed before.” Ray dropped his gaze and took a breath, taking a moment to gather his composure. “I saw that the door was open, and she didn’t say anything for a long time, just continued to pace and to smoke that cigarette.

When I finally asked her what happened, she stopped and then just looked at  me.”  He  scrunched  up  his  face,  remembering  his  wife’s  expression.  “It was like a stranger was looking at me.”

“What did she say?” Jim asked, his voice growing small and quiet.

Ray  took  another  breath  and  leaned  forward.  “There  was  an  incident with  the  oldest  boy  after  he  had  come  home  from  school.  All  three  kids were in the back yard, and Mary had been watching them from the kitchen.

She hadn’t noticed anything strange, but when she stepped away for a few minutes, she heard a blood-curdling scream coming from the back yard. She dropped whatever she’d been doing and rushed outside and she saw…”

Ray drifted off, and Jim saw the genuine expression of fear on his face.

He’d never seen his father look that way.

Ray cleared his throat, shaking his head to start over. “The oldest boy had pinned down the youngest one, and he had a knife in his hand. He had carved that same symbol into the boy’s arm. When Mary tried to intervene, the boy slashed the knife in her direction, and then pointed it at her with a threatening gesture.”

“Did he hurt her?” Jim asked.

“No,” Jim answered. “He missed. But after that, he turned the knife on the kid and he told Mary that if she were to come any closer, he was going to slit the boy’s throat.”

Jim’s  jaw  hung  loose.  “I  don’t  understand.”  His  parents  had  never mentioned anything like this before. They had thirty-five years of a sterling reputation  and  success  stories.  They  had  changed  lives.  They  had   saved lives.

“Your  mother  eventually  worked  the  knife  away  from  the  boy,”  Ray said. “It took some time, but the situation finally calmed down. After it was

done, she locked him in a closet in our bedroom. It was the only place she could  put  him  where  she  could  lock  the  door  from  the  outside.  She  was scared out of her mind, and she said she didn’t know what else to do.”

“I told her that I would talk to him, and so I walked upstairs and saw the closet door closed,” Ray said. “And as I stood there, staring at the closed door, I felt it.”

Jim frowned. “You felt it?”

“I had noticed it when we first picked up the boys, but I thought it was just nerves.” Ray formed his hand into a claw, and he attempted to touch his chest,  but  the  chains  wouldn’t  reach  that  far,  and  he  was  forced  to  stop halfway. “My heart was pounding in my chest like a sledgehammer. And as I  walked  down  the  hallway  to  the  bedroom,  that  same  feeling  returned.  I have never used the term evil to describe anything, but… That’s what I felt.

I felt like I was in evil’s presence.”

Ray Swisher had always been a man who believed in facts and reason.

He  had  never  been  a  superstitious  man,  never  one  to  raise  the  alarm  over anything  that  couldn’t  be  proven  through  science.  But  hearing  Ray  speak now about evil made Jim’s skin crawl.

“I stood there for a long time, unsure of what to do,” Ray said. “But I knew the boy couldn’t stay in there forever, and I needed to understand why he did those things and what triggered them.”

“You thought you could help him,” Jim said, understanding his father’s reasons.  “You  thought  you  could  bring  him  back  from  the  edge  of oblivion.”

“I didn’t know what I thought,” Ray said. “I wasn’t sure what I’d find either. But when I opened the door, I saw the same boy I had seen when we picked  him  up  from  the  orphanage.  He  hadn’t  sprouted  horns  or  a  forked tongue, or black eyes. He was the same.”

Ray  rubbed  his  hands  together,  his  eyebrows  pinching  together  in concentration.

“He  didn’t  say  anything  at  first,”  Ray  said.  “I  didn’t  say  anything  at first, either. But after a few minutes, I pulled him out of the closet and sat him  on  the  edge  of  the  bed.  He  didn’t  scream  or  lash  out,  he  just  stared down at his shoelaces. And then I asked him about what happened, and he told me, word for word, exactly what Mary had told me.”

“He just copped to everything?” Jim asked, surprised by the admission.

Ray nodded. “Didn’t even hesitate. But what was strange was the calm way he told me. I guess I expected him to be more insane, more out of it, more…  regretful.”  Ray’s  eyes  widened  as  he  made  eye  contact  with  Jim.

“But he was present, you know? He knew what he had done. And he told me he had wanted to do it for a long time.”

“So, what did you do?” Jim asked, already having an idea of where the story was going to end.

Ray took a breath. “We had him meet with a psychiatrist, and we tried to get him help, but after that point, Mary just didn’t trust him anymore, and if I was honest with myself, neither did I. It was like walking on eggshells in that house for the next two months.”

“What happened after that?” Jim asked.

“The boy had another outburst, this time at school, and hurt one of his classmates,” Ray said. “After that, Mary didn’t want the boy in the house anymore. And neither did I. We knew to take on these kids was going to be challenging, and over the past thirty-five years, we’ve had our fair share of rough times, but nothing compares to what we experienced with that boy.”

“Do you know what happened to him?” Jim asked.

“He  went  back  into  the  system,  and  I  don’t  know  if  he  found  another home,”  Ray  said,  lowering  his  gaze  with  embarrassment.  “I  doubt  he  got picked up by another family, not after those incidents were recorded in his file.”

“What was his name?” Jim asked.

Ray grimaced, his face breaking out into a sea of wrinkles. “You want to know  the  strange  thing?  I  can’t  remember  his  name.  His  face,  now  that  I have set in my memory until the day I die, but for some reason, his name eludes  me.  Your  mother  might  know,  and  I’m  sure  there’s  a  record  of  it somewhere.”

Jim  knew  the  key  to  all  of  this  was  finding  the  foster  kid.  It  was  the missing piece he’d been searching for in this case.

“Son,”  Ray  said,  pulling  Jim  out  of  his  thoughts.  “You  need  to  be careful before you go traveling down this road.”

“Dad, if this road leads us to the truth, then you know I have to take it,”

Jim  said.  “It’s  the  only  way  we’re  going  to  clear  your  name,  and  I’m  not letting you go to jail. I’m not letting your entire life’s work be tarnished by some psychopath who has some kind of revenge fantasy worked out.”

Jim  studied  his  father’s  expression,  unable  to  decipher  the  meaning behind the man’s face.

“There is no one that can tarnish my life’s work,” Ray said. “No amount of lies can stomp out the truth of what your mother and I have done for so many  children.”  He  looked  off  to  the  right,  in  a  dark  space  of  the  room where the halogen lights didn’t reach. “All but one child.”

It was guilt that was propelling his father to act this way, and Jim knew it.

“Remember  not  to  speak  with  anyone  unless  you  have  a  lawyer present,” Jim said, standing from his chair and walking over to his father’s side of the table. “I’m going to get you out of here.”

Ray looked up at Jim and reached for his son’s hand. “Just make sure you take care of your mother, no matter what happens.”

“I’m going to figure this out, Dad,” Jim said. “I promise you.”

Ray  offered  a  sympathetic  smile  and  then  reached  for  Jim’s  hand,  but the  chains  stopped  him  halfway  across  the  table  and  Jim  met  him  in  the middle. “You’re a good man, Jim. Despite everything that happened to you as  a  child  and  everything  you’ve  experienced,  you’ve  always  been  good.

Remember that for me, all right?”

The words were meant to make Jim feel better, but the tone frightened him  beyond  anything  his  father  could  have  said.  It  was  as  though  Ray Swisher had resigned his life to be over, and no amount of justice or proof was going to save him.

Ray turned Jim’s hand over in his own, exposing Jim’s palm. The harsh fluorescent  lighting  in  the  room  highlighted  the  grizzly  scars  he  had received as a boy. The history of Jim’s pain and his relentless approach to finding people and bringing them home were written in those scars.

“You remember the night you told me about these?” Ray asked.

Jim’s mouth had gone dry, and he struggled to swallow and gather spit.

“Yes. I remember.”

Ray ran a gentle finger down the web of white and pink scar tissue that had replaced the grooves of Jim’s palm. “Of all the stories I had heard about what adults had done to the children before they came under your mother and I’s care, I had never heard anything like what you had told me.” Tears filled Ray’s eyes, the man overcome with sadness. “And of all the children we’ve ever had in our home, you have done the most with your life.” He smiled, and the motion pushed one of the tears from the side of Ray’s eye

and rolled down his left cheek. “You have done so much good in the world, and I am so proud of the man you have become.”

Ray  placed  his  other  hand  over  Jim’s,  sandwiching  Jim’s  palm  in  his own, and applied pressure before finally letting go.

“Dad, I—” Jim cut himself off, unsure of what to say. Because the truth was,  he  didn’t  have  any  clue  of  how  to  proceed.  This  was  uncharted territory for Jim, and while he had spent his entire life trying to avoid the intersection of his personal life and the job, both had now come to a sudden and chaotic head.

Jim  wasn’t  in  the  mood  to  talk  when  he  met  up  with  Kerry,  but  his partner didn’t feel the same way.

“How is he holding up?” Kerry asked.

“As good as he can be,” Jim answered, and then rubbed his eyes. “The only  way  they  could  have  any  of  this  evidence  was  if  someone  framed him.”

“You think it was Rudy who planted the other evidence?” Kerry asked.

The  thought  had  crossed  Jim’s  mind,  but  it  didn’t  make  any  sense  for the boy to do such a thing. While Rudy might have had a troubled past, Jim had never seen any inkling of this level of evil in the boy. “I don’t know.”

“We’ll  head  back  to  the  station,”  Kerry  said.  “Regroup  with  the  task force.”

Jim’s phone buzzed, and he nodded. “Sounds good. Hello?”

“Jim, they’re taking the kids!” Mary screamed over the phone.

Jim leaned forward in his seat. “What?”

“They  said  the  kids  can’t  live  here  anymore,”  Mary  said.  “The  police are here—I don’t know what to do. How can they do this?”

Jim turned to Kerry. “Take me to my parents’ house.” He leaned back into the phone. “Mom, don’t do anything, I’m on my way.”
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T he police were still on the scene when Jim and Kerry arrived at the house. The children had latched themselves onto Mary, refusing to leave despite the coaxing from the social workers and the police officers.

Jim  flashed  his  badge  when  one  of  the  officers  tried  to  intervene,  and the man backed off. “What’s going on here?”

“Court  order.”  The  officer  was  around  Jim’s  age  but  looked  unsure  of his role in the proceedings. “We just need to get the kids out of this place and into a safer home.”

“There  is  no  safer  home  than  this.”  Jim  brushed  past  the  officer  and joined  his  mother  and  the  other  five  children  surrounding  her.  “Mom,  are you all right?”

Two  of  the  younger  kids,  Kurt  and  Cindy,  peeled  off  of  Mary  and wrapped their arms around Jim’s legs.

“We don’t want to go,” Cindy said, burying her face into Jim’s pants.

Mary  Swisher  had  tears  in  her  eyes,  and  Jim  knew  his  mother  was barely holding on. If he wanted to get answers, then he’d need to speak to the social worker standing off to the side.

To  the  woman’s  credit,  she  wasn’t  pushing  very  hard.  She  understood that if the kids didn’t go willingly, then it would only make it more difficult to place them in a new home.

“You mind telling me what you’re doing?” Jim asked.

The social worker was a middle-aged woman with long black hair, with threads of grey sprinkled between. She wore a shirt and jeans and looked as though she hadn’t slept in a week, the bags of her eyes dragging her face

down  into  the  frown  she  wore.  “We  have  a  court  order  to  remove  these children from this home.” She extended the paper to Jim, who snatched it out of her hand and read it quickly.

The court order was based on the charges against Jim’s father. But while his father was still innocent until proven guilty, there was nothing Jim could do  for  his  family  now.  All  that  remained  was  to  make  it  as  painless  as possible.

Jim handed the paper back to the social worker and then squatted down to Cindy and Kurt’s level. Kurt was five, while Cindy was seven. Both sets of eyes were red and tired.

“I know you’re scared,” Jim said. “And I know you don’t want to go, but this woman is going to take care of you for a little bit.”

“Why?” Cindy asked.

Jim knew the truth had a way of coming out, but he couldn’t find the heart to tell it to the pair of eyes staring up at him. “You need to think of it as an adventure, okay?” He hugged both of them, looking up at his mother, who had the other three children around her. “It’s time to let go for a little while.”

Mary  understood  the  message,  and  together  with  Jim,  the  pair  walked the kids out to the car, and everyone had a chance at a tear-filled separation.

“We’ll  be  back  together  again  soon,”  Mary  said,  kissing  each  of  her children. “I promise.”

Jim  winced  at  her  mother’s  words,  knowing  that  making  any  kind  of promises in a world like this could lead to trouble.

The pair stood together as the vehicle drove away, and Mary leaned into Jim after the van was out of sight and cried.

Kerry stood nearby, remaining silent and respectful, but Jim knew she needed  to  get  back  to  the  precinct.  But  Jim  needed  to  stay  here  with  his mother.

“I’ll meet you back there,” Jim said.

Kerry hesitated. “I can stay if you need me.”

“I need you to get back to work on the case,” Jim said. “I’ll catch up soon.”

Kerry nodded and then hugged Mary before she left.

When it was just Mary and Jim, Mary took a breath, trying to find her composure. “I can’t believe they took them.”

“We’ll get them back,” Jim said. “It’s just going to take time.”

Mary nodded, but she remained worried. “How is he?”

Jim glanced around the neighborhood, noting the small groups that had come to watch the theatrics unfold. “Why don’t we go inside?”

With the children gone, the inside of the house felt incredibly empty. It was as though the bones had been hollowed out, and it wouldn’t take more than a stiff breeze to bring everything crashing down.

Jim followed his mother to the kitchen, where she collapsed into a chair and covered her face with her hands. He had never seen his parents in such despair,  and  he  had  never  seen  such  chaos  descend  upon  the  house  he considered his home.

“Mom,” Jim said, taking the seat next to her. “I need to ask you about a kid you fostered during your first year.”

Mary  lowered  her  hands,  but  she  didn’t  look  Jim  in  the  eye.  “What about it?”

“When I spoke with Dad, he mentioned a violent incident between the kids,” Jim said.

Mary shivered and clasped her hands together tightly. “I don’t want to talk about it.”

Jim placed his hand over his mother’s hands. “Mom, I think this is all connected somehow. I think someone is targeting you and Dad, and anyone from your past with a troubled history should be considered a suspect.”

“It was a long time ago,” Mary said. “I’m not sure what I remember.”

“Who was he?” Jim asked.

Mary took a moment, gathering her thoughts as she reached deep into the  banks  of  her  memory.  “His  name  was  Charlie  Mills.  He  was  an  older boy and had gone past the age where most families would have taken him in. But you know your father and I had a policy to never turn away a child who needed a home, no matter their circumstance.”

“I know,” Jim said. “It was the only reason I made it here.”

Mary squeezed Jim’s hand, smiling. “You were always a good boy. You just needed a path.” The smile faded. “But Charlie… he was different.”

“Different how?” Jim asked.

“At first, I thought he was just a loner,” Mary answered. “He was quiet, never said more than a handful of words. But he was always doodling in a notebook. I thought he was just artistic.”

“Sounds like Rudy,” Jim said.

Mary  scoffed.  “Maybe  in  his  drawings,  but  that’s  where  those similarities  end.”  She  took  a  breath.  “We  tried  to  keep  him,  but  everyone was  so  afraid  of  him.  And  his  violence  didn’t  subside.  He  killed  animals and would leave them around the house for us to find.”

Jim  knew  that  was  the  trait  of  a  psychopath,  but  he  was  surprised  his parents  had  never  told  him  about  this  before.  “Do  you  have  a  picture  of him?”

“No,”  Mary  answered,  shaking  her  head  vehemently.  “I  didn’t  want anything of that boy in this house after he left.”

Watching his mother, Jim saw the same level of fear as his father. “Did he ever reach back out to you?”

Mary  shook  her  head.  “The  day  your  father  took  him  back  to  the orphanage was the last day I ever saw him. And I know it was wrong for me to feel it, but I was so relieved. It was like a weight had been lifted from my shoulders that I didn’t even know was there.”

If his parents didn’t have any records or photographs, then Jim would need to go down to the records station to obtain the documents he needed.

“Jim,”  Mary  said,  her  voice  dropping  an  octave.  “Why  do  you  think Charlie had something to do with all of this?”

“I’ll know more once I look at his file,” Jim said.

Mary chewed on her lower lip for a moment, and she fidgeted with her hands. “If it is him, then you need to be careful. I know I’ve always said that there is no child beyond saving, but… he wasn’t even human. He was something… else.”

The fear in Mary’s voice was genuine, and Jim knew he would be a fool not  to  adhere  to  the  warnings  of  two  of  the  people  he  trusted  more  than anyone else in this world. “I’ll be careful.”

“Good,” Mary said. “Any updates on Rudy?”

Jim had hoped he would have better news for his parents about Rudy, but  evidence  was  pointing  toward  Rudy  being  involved  in  all  of  this somehow. And with everything his mother was going through, he chose to omit the details.

“We’re  getting  closer  to  finding  him,”  Jim  said,  hoping  his  mother couldn’t notice the lie.

Mary sighed and grabbed Jim’s hand. “I feel like I’m losing my family.”

“You’re  not  losing  anyone,”  Jim  said,  squeezing  his  mother’s  hand firmly. “We protect our family. That’s what you taught me.”

Mary smiled, her eyes watering. “I hope you know that you’ll always be my son. No matter what.”

“Of course I know that,” Jim said. “Why would you even say something like that?”

Mary  wiped  at  her  eyes,  clearing  them  of  her  tears.  “I  don’t  know.

Probably everything that’s happened. And I know how hard it is for you and the other kids. Most of them are like you, never knowing where they came from. It’s heartbreaking.”

Jim knew he was one of thousands who would never find the truth about his parents, and most of the kids allowed themselves to grow bitter about their abandonment, letting it rot them from the inside out. Jim had almost been one of those casualties. But Mary and Ray has saved him.

“Every child you’ve ever fostered knows exactly who their parents are,”

Jim said. “No questions asked.”

A sound made up of a laugh and a sob escaped Mary’s throat and she kissed  Jim’s  cheek.  The  pair  sat  in  silence  for  a  while,  but  Jim  knew  he needed to get back to work. He gave his mother one more hug and kiss, and assured her he would make things right.

“Be safe, Jim,” Mary said.

“I will.” Jim stepped outside and then called Kerry to give her an update about their new lead, Charlie Mills.

“You really think this is a lead?” Kerry asked. “I mean, they had that kid thirty-five years ago. He could be anywhere now. That’s a long time to hold onto a grudge.”

“I think it’s worth pursuing,” Jim answered. “And if it doesn’t pan out, then we can at least eliminate a suspect.”

“All right,” Kerry said. “Just keep me posted.”

Without  a  ride,  Jim  called  Dispatch  and  requested  a  local  uniform  to pick him up. The cop was quiet during the drive, which Jim didn’t mind.

It didn’t take long to get to the DCF records center, and Jim asked if the officer would wait for him.

“So long as I don’t get a call, I’m all yours,” he said.

“Thanks,” Jim said.

The  office  where  the  records  were  located  was  an  old,  ugly  building, and  very  unassuming.  Aside  from  the  woman  sitting  behind  the  front reception desk, it was practically empty. Jim didn’t expect a lot of people.

He imagined this was a state job someone who had already been retired and

needed some semblance of routine would take. And the puffy white-haired woman on the other side of the desk fitted the mold perfectly.

“I need to locate some files of foster children under the care of Ray and Mary  Swisher  dated  thirty-five  years  ago,”  Jim  said,  flashing  his  badge.

“There were three children they had taken in at the time, but one of them was transferred out shortly after.”

The old woman wore expensive jewelry and a floral pattern blouse, her long grey hair straightened to perfection. She was slightly overweight, life behind a desk in a chair will do that to you, but she had a lively look about her.  “Any  specific  names?”  She  was  a  little  slow  as  she  stood  from  her chair.

“Just the child who was transferred out,” Jim answered. “Charlie Mills.”

“Charlie Mills?” the old woman asked. “Oh my.”

“You know him?” Jim asked.

“Well,  I  know  what  happened  to  him,”  the  old  woman  answered.

“Terrible tragedy. Terrible.”

Jim  waited  for  the  old  woman  to  elaborate,  but  she  said  nothing, prompting Jim to nudge her into telling him more. “What happened?”

The old woman fidgeted as if even thinking about telling the story made her uneasy. “I had been working for the social system for a few months, but everyone back then was talking about it when it happened. No one had ever seen anything like it.” She looked away, and when she turned back to Jim, her  eyes  had  grown  red.  “There  was  a  fire  in  one  of  the  orphanages.  It happened in the middle of the night, and it had caught everyone off guard.

The  building  hadn’t  been  up  to  code,  and  because  the  thing  was  made  of wood,  it  went  up  very  quickly.”  She  wiped  away  a  tear  before  it  fell  and then sniffled as she grabbed a tissue from her box. “Twenty-two lives were lost  in  that  fire.  Twenty  of  them  children,  including  Charlie  Mills.  They have a plaque somewhere in dedication.” The old woman dabbed her eyes with the corner of the tissue.

“All the same, I’d still like to look at the files,” Jim said.

The old woman made a face that suggested she thought the request was strange,  but  she  said  nothing  else  as  she  turned  away  from  the  desk  and disappeared into the long rows of files that stretched behind her.

The old woman returned with a box that looked too big and heavy for her to carry on her own, and Jim stepped around the desk to help her.

“Thank you,” she said breathlessly.

Jim  sat  the  box  on  the  counter,  rifling  through  the  contents.  “Is  this everything?”

“Ray  and  Mary  Swisher,  thirty-five  years  ago,  right?”  the  secretary asked.

Jim nodded.

The  old  woman  exhaled  a  labored  breath  as  she  sat  down  and  then nodded. “Then that’s everything.”

The  rows  of  files  in  the  box  were  the  same  burnt  orange  Jim remembered seeing as a boy whenever a social worker updated his file. He quickly  thumbed  through  the  files  and  plucked  Charlie  Mills’  folder  from the box.

Jim opened the file to the picture of the boy. He was small and skinny, but he had one of those hard stares Jim remembered seeing so often in the orphanage. Jim wasn’t sure if he was getting a sense of evil from the kid, but there was definitely violence in him.

Jim closed the file and then slipped it back into the box. “I need every file you have on Charlie Mills and the other children that were in the fire, including the adults.”

The old woman stared at Jim for a moment, unsure if she had heard his request correctly.

“Please,” Jim said.

The  old  woman  finally  acquiesced  to  Jim’s  request,  but  she  did  so hesitantly.

After the old woman returned with all of Jim’s requested information, he had the uniform help him carry all of the files out to the car. And then they  took  a  ride  over  to  the  address  where  the  unfortunate  fire  had  taken place.

But whatever remained of the charred halfway house where twenty-two people  were  burned  alive  had  been  bulldozed  to  the  ground  and  replaced with a church.

The  building  itself  was  rather  bland  and  boxy,  and  the  only  giveaway that  said  it  was  a  church  beside  the  sign  was  the  tall  cross  that  stretched high into the sky at the top of the building.

The officer pulled into the nearest parking spot, which happened to be beneath the looming shadow of the cross. “Need to talk to the big guy?”

Jim said nothing, only stared at the building, and then exited the vehicle.

Unsure of what he was looking for, Jim remained silent, simply looking up  at  the  cross,  until  he  finally  walked  toward  the  front  doors  and  went inside.

The inside of the church was empty, and it was very drafty, with a musty scent radiating from the carpet, which was in desperate need to be washed or replaced.

Jim walked down the center aisle, passing the empty pews on his way to the pulpit.

“Can I help you?”

Jim  turned  around  and  saw  a  man  in  a  sky-blue  dress  shirt  and  black slacks.

Jim flashed his badge. “I’m Detective Jim North.”

“Detective?” the man asked. “What’s this about?”

“Do you know who bought the church after the orphanage burned down here?” Jim asked.

The man frowned, crossing his arms. “That happened decades ago.”

“I know,” Jim answered. “Do you have any documents I can look at in regards to the purchase of the land—”

“Unless  you  have  a  warrant,  I  don’t  have  anything  for  you,”  the  man said. “Now, if you’ll excuse me.”

Left  alone,  Jim  wandered  through  the  church,  eventually  finding  his way out into the back. Jim raised his hand to shield his eyes from the sun, which was blinding at the moment after breaking through a pair of clouds, and  he  paused  for  a  moment,  letting  his  eyes  adjust.  When  he  finally lowered  his  hand,  he  caught  sight  of  the  sprawling  backyard  behind  the church.

The field was massive, and all the way in the back lining the edge of the property were large oak and maple trees.

Not  knowing  why,  Jim  slowly  walked  toward  the  trees.  There  was  a force pulling at him, the same kind of force he felt right before he found the body of the dead boy, and when he chased the ghost through empty halls of the abandoned building where they found the closet full of children in the basement.  He  wasn’t  sure  what  he  would  find,  but  he  inspected  each  tree carefully before moving onto the next.

The fact that he had discovered the truth about this Charlie Mills only to suddenly discover his ill-fated end seemed too neat and tidy. Jim suspected something else at play here. And finally, he saw it.

Carved into the bark of the tree was the same symbol they had found on two of the children. And the carving wasn’t old, but fresh. The bark where the carving had been made was still light in the wood.

The  longer  Jim  stared  at  the  symbol,  the  more  uneasy  he  felt,  and  the more he was certain that Charlie Mills, or whoever he was pretending to be these days, was still alive.
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I t was hard for Kerry not to think about Jim on the drive back to the  precinct.  She  didn’t  like  leaving  him,  but  she  knew  their work couldn’t be paused. Still, leaving Jim to his own devices under such duress made her uneasy.

Kerry knew Jim didn’t have any purposeful intentions of going rogue, but  she  had  already  made  a  mental  note  to  keep  an  eye  on  him.  He  was more  restless  than  usual,  and  whenever  he  was  restless,  he  sometimes moved ahead on his own. And with his family on the line, Kerry knew Jim would do whatever it took to get to the truth.

The team had already arrived when Kerry stepped into the conference room.  Missy  was  already  set  up  in  the  farthest  corner  of  the  room, physically  separating  herself  from  everyone  for  as  long  as  possible.  The other two members of the team were perhaps the only two other detectives in the precinct that Jim and Kerry had come to not only trust but actually enjoyed working with: Homicide Detectives John Harold and Bucky Lorne.

John  Harold  was  a  tall  man,  towering  close  to  six  and  a  half  feet.  He kept his head shaved bald, but it was always so slick no one knew if it was by choice or by design. Despite his size, he was friendly and always quick with a joke. When Kerry first met him, she had thought he might have been lazy, but while he joked around, she learned how skilled a detective he was in the field. It was rare Harold was handed a death he couldn’t solve.

Bucky  Lorne  looked  small  standing  next  to  his  partner,  but  everyone looked  tiny  standing  next  to  John.  He  was  around  Jim’s  height,  and  had black  hair  he  kept  trimmed  short  and  neat.  He  sported  a  thick  mustache

which  made  him  look  older  than  his  thirty  years.  But  like  his  partner,  he was sharp as a tack.

All of the case files and evidence that had been collected so far from all three cases were stacked in the center of the table, and Kerry was glad to see  that  John  and  Bucky  were  already  sorting  through  the  information  on the homicide case.

“Just finished the autopsy report.” John lifted the sheet of paper in his hand and then tossed it onto the table. “We’re looking for a specialist.”

“Yes,”  Kerry  said,  standing  opposite  of  the  table  where  she  remained standing, and Jim took a seat. “Our killer was very specific with the type of poison he used to kill the boy, and I doubt it’s something that a lot of people are buying right now. We track down the poison—”

“We track down the killer,” Bucky said, hands on top of his head as he nodded along.

“Now  that  we  know  the  job,  let’s  talk  rates,”  John  said,  leaning  back into the same position as his partner. “My rate is one thousand an hour, plus expenses, and I hate to tell you this, but I’m a big fan of steak for breakfast, lunch, and dinner.”

“You’ll get overtime and Chinese takeout,” Kerry said.

John leaned forward and slapped his hand onto the table. “I can’t work like this!”

Bucky  smirked.  “What  about  the  marks  on  the  kid’s  leg?  I  noticed  it matched  the  same  marks  on  one  of  the  kids  you  found  at  the  other building.”

Kerry turned to Missy. “Anything on that symbol?”


Missy spun around, a few sheets of paper in her hands. “There are no known gangs who use that symbol in their database, so that was a dead end.

But I did find these.” She laid down three sheets of paper, each of them with a slightly different variation of the symbol. “These were paintings made by artist  Vigo  Mortem.  He  was  an  artist  in  the  beginning  of  the  20th century who  became  famous  for  his  violent  depictions  of  humanity.  But  when  he wasn’t  drawing  people  killing  one  another  in  horrific  ways,  he  painted these.”

Kerry picked up one of the photographs and turned it left and right in her hand. “Anyone buy any recent Vigo Mortem paintings lately?”

“Most of his work was burned in a warehouse fire shortly after his death in  the  1940s,”  Missy  said.  “But  there  are  still  a  few  paintings  floating

around on the black market. I haven’t found anyone who has bought one in a while, but I’m still looking.”

“What about the buildings and fence company?” Kerry asked.

Missy  sighed.  “I  was  able  to  confirm  all  of  the  businesses  who purchased the properties from the state, but each of them are part of larger shell corporations and I’m having trouble narrowing down who owns what.

And  the  fencing  company  was  paid  out  by  a  shell  corporation.”  She furrowed her brow, trying to remember the name. “Mobile LLC, I think.”

It wasn’t the start she wanted, but Kerry understood this was a process.

“Keep digging.” She turned back to the detectives. “Has next of kin been notified for our deceased victim?”

Harold nodded. “Done.”

Bucky reached for a paper. “We did find this.” He handed the sheet to Kerry.

Kerry examined the folder and saw that it was a class schedule. “What am I looking at?”

“Barry  Smith,  the  deceased  boy?  He  and  Rudy  Montgomery  were classmates,” Bucky said.

Kerry shut her eyes. “Shit.”

“Yeah,” Bucky said. “It’s not looking good for Rudy.”

Kerry handed the paper back to Bucky. “See what else you can confirm on  the  relationship  with  Barry  and  Rudy.  Check  social  media  files,  see  if they were friends, or enemies, but give me more.”

“On it,” Bucky said, swiveling back to her laptop.

“Where’s Jim?” Harold asked.

“He’s following up on a lead,” Kerry answered.

“I was sorry to hear about his dad,” Harold said.

“Yeah,” Bucky said. “No bueno.”

Kerry knew the last thing Jim wanted was to have the spotlight on him, but  in  a  case  like  this,  it  was  unavoidable.  People  were  going  to  talk, questions  were  going  to  be  asked,  comments  would  be  made.  It  wasn’t anything Jim hadn’t experienced before. Both of them had gone through the wringer  when  it  came  to  getting  hosed  by  their  fellow  officers  and  the media. They had used all of the hate and anger against them and harnessed it back into the job. It was how they survived.

“Jim will be fine,” Kerry said. “In the meantime, we need to focus on the evidence in front of us. Let’s get to work.”

Kerry  took  a  breath  and  turned  to  the  mounting  evidence  stacked  into the table and dove into Rudy Montgomery.

Kerry started with the mystery box they had found hidden away in the baseboards in Rudy’s room. She removed the key, which they had used to open  the  building  where  they  found  their  first  victim,  the  paper  with  the coordinates  and  the  drawing  of  the  Tall  Man,  the  cash  which  accounting was looking to trace the bill numbers to see if they had any hits, and finally the notebook.

Most of the pages of the notebook were filled with drawings, and she admitted that Rudy had talent. But the further she dove into the pictures, the more she noticed how dark the images became. The boy was troubled.

Random notes and phrases filled the pages between the pictures as she neared  the  last  few  pages.  All  of  them  were  cryptic  and  violent.  I  don’t know  what  I’ll  do.  I  feel  so  much  hate  in  my  bones.  I  feel  as  though  I’m finally going to crack. 

Kerry read each of them with a discerning gaze, wanting to make sure she hadn’t missed anything that had fallen between the lines. But when she neared  the  last  few  pages,  she  stopped  when  she  saw  one  page  with  the same scribblings all over it.

A vertical line with two horizontal marks on it. The same symbol they had found on two of their victims.

“Oh my god,” Kerry said.

Her phone rang, and she answered it without looking at the screen, her eyes glued to the pages. “Detective Martin.”

“It’s Jim,” he said. “I think I’ve got something.”

Kerry  touched  one  of  the  symbols  on  the  page,  knowing  that  the conversation she would have with Jim wasn’t going to be an easy one. “Me too.”
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A sense of vindication flooded Jim’s veins after he found the symbol on  the  tree,  but  he  was  also  rattled.  He  had  no  idea  what  had propelled him to go out into the backyard of the church and look at  the  tree.  He  had  no  evidence  to  suggest  the  person  responsible  would have done something like that, but still, he somehow knew he would find it.

It  was  a  moment  of  pure  instinct.  But  the  adulation  ended  when  he  saw Kerry and the symbols in Rudy’s notebook.

“Rudy just became our number one suspect,” Kerry said.

Jim  understood  the  decision  from  an  investigative  standpoint,  but  he was floored that Rudy could even be considered a candidate. “How could he have gotten the toxins?” He turned to Kerry, already poking holes in her theory.

“We’re waiting to hear back from VICE on the situation, but he and the victim  attend  the  same  school,”  Kerry  said,  and  then  she  gestured  to  the files Jim had brought with him. “What’s all this?”

“My parents told me about a boy they fostered during their first year,”

Jim said. “He was too violent for them to keep.”

Kerry frowned. “I thought your parents never turned anyone away?”

“They don’t,” Jim answered. “So I wanted to find out more about this kid  and  dug  into  his  past.  Turns  out  he  died  in  a  fire  at  a  halfway  house shortly after he left my parents’ home.”

“So he died?” Kerry asked. “I don’t see how that’s a lead.”

“The halfway house was bulldozed to the ground, but someone built a church there instead,” Jim said, and then fished out his phone to show Kerry

the  picture.  “I  found  this  freshly  carved  into  one  of  the  trees  behind  the church.”

Kerry  stared  at  the  symbol  carved  into  the  bark,  retaining  her  poker face. “There’s no reason Rudy couldn’t have done it.”

“Why would he go there?” Jim asked. “Rudy has no connection to that place. But Charlie Mills does.” He gestured to the pile of files.

Kerry lowered her head. “Jim, we don’t have time to track down dead people. We need to focus on the leads we have. And right now our lead is Rudy.”

“Rudy is the one who’s missing,” Jim said, his tone harsh. “We should be looking for him, not accusing him of murder.”

Kerry sighed, shaking her head. “Fine. Do what you want.” She walked away, leaving Jim alone with his files, and he started to get to work.

Jim opened the file, searching through the pages recorded by the social workers  who  had  handled  Charlie’s  file  throughout  his  years  in  the  foster care system.

Charlie  was  given  up  for  adoption  by  his  mother  through  a  closed adoption and never met his biological parents. He was fostered by a family, but shortly after the boy turned three, he was given back to Social Services.

No reason was given for the break in custody.

Charlie  bounced  around  a  few  more  foster  homes  over  the  next  five years, but between the ages of eight and sixteen, he remained at the King County Orphanage.

Jim  quickly  checked  the  address  to  see  if  it  correlated  to  any  of  the addresses or buildings they had encountered during the investigation so far, but  he  found  the  King  County  Orphanage  was  still  standing  and  still  in operation northwest of Seattle near the coast.

And  then  there  were  the  few  months  where  Charlie  stayed  with  his parents,  and  finally,  the  social  workers  noted  the  violent  episode  that  had occurred between Charlie, his mother, and the other foster child they were taking care of.

After  the  incident  with  the  Swishers,  the  boy  was  sent  to  a  therapist, who stated that the boy was acting out based on his traumatic past, which he refused  to  talk  about.  Jim  searched  for  the  actual  notes  taken  by  the therapist, but the only information included about those sessions were the summaries  handed  over  by  the  therapist  during  his  conversation  with  the social worker.

The  therapy  sessions  continued,  sporadically,  but  so  did  the  violent episodes.  Charlie  was  constantly  getting  into  trouble,  and  the  violence reached  a  tipping  point  when  he  was  arrested  for  assault  with  a  deadly weapon and sent to a juvenile detention center before being transitioned to the halfway house that had been burned down, and the boy had died along with the twenty-one other souls who had lived there.

Jim leaned back into his chair, reflecting on the boy’s file. Aside from the  extraordinary  circumstances  surrounding  the  boy’s  death,  Charlie’s journey  through  the  foster  system  wasn’t  that  much  different  than  others Jim  had  seen  throughout  the  years.  But  how  Charlie  responded  to  his trauma through his violent actions was unique.

Jim  stared  at  the  file  for  a  little  while  longer,  reaching  the  end  of  the jacket, and then started combing through the other files of those who had died in the fire. Jim wasn’t sure what he was looking for, only that he was desperate to find some connection that might give him a lead into the other people  and  whether  or  not  any  of  them  had  any  previous  connection  to Charlie.

But the longer Jim searched through the files, the more he realized that there was no connection. Charlie share no connection to the other children who died, other than the fact that they were all orphans in the system.

Fearing  he  had  reached  a  dead-end,  Jim  abruptly  stood  from  the  desk and  walked  over  to  Missy,  who  was  buried  in  her  computer  screen,  her fingers moving across the keyboard so quickly it didn’t even look like she was typing anything. She scoured through heaps of data to make sense of the  financials  of  the  abandoned  buildings  where  they  had  found  the children.

“Can you access fire reports through our databases?” Jim asked.

“Sure,” Missy said. “What are you looking for?”

“A halfway house that burned down,” Jim said. “Here’s the address.”

Missy glanced at the paper quickly as she typed the information in and in less than a minute she was able to view the report on the monitor. “What do you want to know?”

“How did they identify the bodies?” Jim asked.

“Let’s  see,”  Missy  said,  scrolling  through  the  report.  “Looks  like  the bodies  were  too  burned  to  be  identified  by  prints,  but  they  managed  to identify some by their dental records.”

“Did they identify a Charlie Mills?” Jim asked eagerly.

“Hmm… No, it doesn’t look like it,” Missy answered. “The six bodies that couldn’t be identified were confirmed through the names of the people that lived there.”

“So they never had any actual proof,” Jim said.

“I guess not.”

If Charlie Mills’ body was never officially confirmed to have been one of the fatalities, then it wasn’t insane to think he had switched out someone else for him. “Thanks, Missy.”

“No problem,” she said.

Jim returned to his desk, but was intercepted by Kerry.

“Hey,”  Kerry  said.  “I’m  heading  over  to  VICE,  they  said  they  might have a lead on those marine toxins used to kill the kid.”

Jim nodded. “Good.”

Kerry raised her eyebrows. “You want to come with?”

“Sure,” Jim said.

The  pair  stepped  out  of  the  conference  room  that  had  become  their command  center  and  walked  through  the  precinct  to  Detectives  Connie Loughlin and Glenn Ruthers. Ruthers had tattoos up and down his arms, a mixture of designs and pictures he had accumulated throughout the years.

He  was  in  his  fifties,  and  he  looked  more  like  an  aged-out  biker  than  a detective with the VICE unit, but he had done extensive undercover work throughout his career, and that had sharpened his edges over the years.

Loughlin was younger, with fewer tattoos, but she possessed a hardness in her Jim had associated with the VICE unit. It attracted a specific breed of cop.  From  what  Jim  remembered,  their  own  lieutenant  had  started  out  in VICE before she earned her shield and made detective in Missing Persons.

Kerry  caught  the  attention  of  both  detectives  before  they  were  close, and Ruthers lifted his arms in the air, smiling.

“If it isn’t the prodigal detectives come to grace us with their presence,”

Ruthers said.

“I heard you have some good news for me,” Kerry said.

“Good and bad,” Loughlin said, peeking up from her desk.

“Give me the bad first,” Kerry said.

“We  don’t  know  where  to  locate  the  contact,”  Loughlin  said.  “One  of our  CI’s  said  there  is  only  one  guy  who  deals  with  the  procurement  of anything strange and odd when it comes to drugs and pharmaceuticals, and

these—”  She  looked  back  down  to  her  computer,  “—maito-toxins,  fall under the strange and weird.”

“Then what’s the good news?” Kerry asked.

“We  have  the  name  of  the  contact,”  Ruthers  said.  “Benjamin  Cutters.

He’s been working the streets for as long as I have, but I’ve never been able to get a meeting with him. Hell, I don’t even know what he looks like.”

“And  the  name  Benjamin  Cutters  could  be  an  alias,”  Loughlin  said.

“The guy is a ghost.”

Kerry planted her hands on her hips and sighed. “We seem to be chasing all kinds of ghosts in this case.” She chewed the inside of her cheek for a moment and then let it go. “All right, if you hear anything else, then let me know.”

Jim and Kerry were about to turn when Ruthers stood, stopping Kerry before she left.

“There is one possible option,” Ruthers said, pulling up his black slacks by his belt loops. “But I’m not sure how you’d feel about it.”

Kerry frowned. “If it gets us closer to solving this case, then I absolutely want to know about it.”

“The  only  person  I  know  of  who  had  more  contacts  in  the  seedy underworld of VICE was your dad,” Ruthers said.

The  color  from  Kerry’s  face  almost  immediately  disappeared,  and  she took a stumbling step backward. Jim reached for his partner’s arm, hoping to steady her, but she caught herself before she needed help.

“Yeah,”  Ruthers  said,  noting  the  reaction.  “I’m  not  sure  of  your relationship  with  him,  but  if  there  is  someone  who  knows  where  to  find Benjamin Cutters, then it’d be him. He had his fingers in more pots than I could count.”

Kerry  cleared  her  throat  and  nodded.  “All  right.  I’ll  look  into  it.

Thanks.”  She  departed,  leaving  Jim  and  Ruthers  alone,  both  of  them watching as she headed for the nearest side exit outside.

“I can’t imagine having gone through what she did,” Ruthers said. “And what people said about her and her mother…”

Jim  didn’t  know  the  experience  firsthand,  but  he  had  heard  and  read enough about the situation to know it was painful. She had even opened to him about it one time during their first case.

“Keep  an  eye  on  her,  Jim,”  Ruthers  said,  clapping  his  big  palm  onto Jim’s shoulder. “Anything that involves cops' families and crime is always a

tough sea to navigate.”

“Yeah,” Jim said. “I know.”

Jim walked out through the same exit door as Kerry had and found her near  the  fence  that  ran  up  the  side  of  the  building  to  the  place’s  adjacent building.  She  had  her  head  down,  pacing  back  and  forth.  He  didn’t  say anything for a moment, letting her catch her breath.

“I’m all right,” Kerry said, her voice still breathless.

“I know,” Jim said.

She  continued  to  pace  for  a  while,  and  Jim  could  only  imagine  the thoughts racing through her head. She hadn’t spoken to her father in years.

And while he had continually reached out to her through his letters, she had never read any of them.

“We can find another way,” Jim said. “There are still other options we can pursue. If we talk to Missy—”

“No,” Kerry said, stopping her pacing as she turned around to face her partner. “Talking to Roy is the quickest and most efficient way to find the information. It’s for the case. Plain and simple.” She cleared her throat and smoothed her blouse and jacket with her palms.

Jim had always known Kerry was strong, but he knew this was going to test  her  in  a  way  she  hadn’t  been  tested  before.  Facing  the  past  like  this, specifically someone who had been such an important figure in her life, it was challenging, to say the least. And Jim knew Kerry blamed a lot of what happened to her family on her father, and rightfully so, but she had never fully worked through all of those emotions, and Jim wasn’t sure how all of that was going to come to a head when she finally stood face to face with a man who had ruined her life.

But Jim would be there to help her. That’s what partners did.

KERRY  INSISTED  on  driving  to  the  prison  facility  outside  of  the  city.  She knew  Jim  was  worried  about  her  being  distracted,  but  that’s  exactly  what she needed, and she hoped the drive would give her time to clear her head for  seeing  her  father  again.  A  part  of  her  knew  this  day  would  come eventually, but she thought she would have had more time to prepare.

Kerry’s heart hammered in her chest when they parked in the facility’s parking  lot,  and  it  only  worsened  as  she  made  her  way  into  the  building.

She  didn’t  notice  the  stares  from  the  guards  when  they  saw  who  she  was and who she was here to see, not that it mattered.

It  was  almost  like  an  out  of  body  experience  as  she  walked  down  the gray and white lined walls. She could sense the dread spreading from the center  of  her  stomach  and  infecting  the  rest  of  her  body.  And  when  she finally  entered  the  private  room  where  the  guards  had  brought  Roy Solomon  to  speak  with  his  daughter,  she  found  she  couldn’t  step  through the doorway.

Kerry wasn’t sure what she expected the first time she saw her father, but she never imagined she would be caught like a deer stuck in headlights.

Jim looked back at her from inside, and the guard raised his eyebrows.

“You going?” he asked.

Kerry cleared her throat, grunting something that was supposed to be a yes,  and  then  stepped  through  the  doorway,  quickly  taking  her  seat  at  the table  next  to  Jim.  She  was  unable  to  keep  herself  from  shuddering  at  the heavy thud of the door closing behind her.

Roy Solomon sat across the table in his orange jumpsuit, hands and feet cuffed  by  a  steel  rod  that  ran  down  his  side  of  the  table.  His  movements were  limited  to  shifting  in  his  chair.  His  hair  had  gone  completely  white, and he wore a small thin beard that had been kept groomed to run along his jaw and outline his mouth. He had aged severely since the last time Kerry had  seen  him.  But  the  one  thing  that  remained  when  Kerry  looked  at  her father was the piercing blue eyes she remembered as a child. The same blue eyes she inherited from him.

Kerry  wasn’t  sure  how  long  she  sat  there  in  silence  before  someone spoke, but the moment her father opened his mouth and said her name, it was like a jumpstart to her system.

“Hi, Kerry,” Roy said.

It was the warmness in which he spoke her name that ignited the fire in her, as if he could just pretend to pick up right where they left off. Kerry maintained  a  level  of  coldness  in  her  tone  as  she  spoke,  keeping  it deliberate throughout the interview.

“It’s Detective Martin,” Kerry said. “We’re here because we believe you can assist in a case we’re currently working on. It’s the  only reason we’re here.”

Kerry desperately wanted to avoid any and all personal discussions Roy might have wanted to talk about and keep control of the narrative.

Roy nodded. “Okay.”

“We need to know where to find a man called Benjamin Cutters,” Kerry said. “We’re told you might know where to find him.”

Roy  frowned  and  shifted  his  glance  between  Kerry  and  Jim  before setting his eyes back to Kerry. “What the hell do you want with Benjamin Cutters? The guy is a whack job.”

“That’s none of your concern,” Kerry said. “Where can we find him?”

Roy  laughed,  the  chains  rattling  from  his  movement.  “I  didn’t  even know he was still using that name.” The laughter died. “I have a few ideas of where you can find him.”

Kerry waited for more, but when Roy didn’t reveal anything further, she knew  he  wanted  something  in  return,  and  she  dreaded  hearing  his  terms.

“And where would we start looking?”

Roy shrugged. “It’s eluding me at the moment.”

Kerry could have flipped the table from her father’s tone, but she knew breaking out into a fit of anger would only give him more ammunition. She needed to keep her cool, as hard as it was going to be. “What do you want?”

“What do I want?” Roy laughed. “I want to get the hell out of here.”

“That’s not going to happen,” Kerry answered.

Roy nodded, sighing. “Yeah, I figured. So how about this.” He leaned forward. “You come and visit with your dear old man once a week.”

“No,” Kerry said.

“Once a month,” Roy said.

“No.”

“Then how about you write to me once a month, and then see me on the major holidays.”

Kerry clenched her fists, squeezing so tight her nails dug into her skin and  she  thought  she  might  be  bleeding.  “Just  tell  us  where  we  can  find Cutters, and I’ll see what the DA can have the warden arrange some more outdoor time.”

“I don’t want more outdoors time, I want to speak to my daughter,” Roy said.

“You  don’t  have  a  daughter  anymore!”  Kerry  shouted,  her  voice booming in the small room. “And I don’t have a father anymore. He died a

long time ago, and the only thing I need from Roy Solomon is to tell me where I can find Benjamin Cutters.”

Kerry had done a week at the prison one year before she had become a detective. She had volunteered for the role because she had been curious to see what life was like for those criminals who broke the law and spent the rest of their lives in a concrete box.

The expressions she saw ranged from anger to hopelessness and denial to fear. But on the faces of those men who had been in prison the longest, she  saw  the  expression  of  acceptance,  and  of  all  the  faces  she  had  seen before, that was the one that she found the most harrowing.

And sitting in this dimly lit, drab-looking isolated chamber which was nothing  but  cold  concrete  where  thousands  of  other  inmates  had  sat  with their  lawyers  or  family  members  where  Kerry  now  sat  across  from  Roy Solomon,  she  saw  the  same  acceptance  register  on  his  face  that  she  had seen on all of those other inmates.

It was that expression that finally triggered something other than anger toward  the  man,  and  she  struggled  to  keep  the  sympathy  from  radiating through her own expression. She didn’t want him to feel anything, and she had  succeeded.  But  knowing  her  father  no  longer  believed  there  was  a chance to rebuild their relationship unexpectedly tugged at her heart.

“There’s a strip club he hangs out in,” Roy said, his voice sullen as he kept his head bowed, avoiding having to look either Kerry or Jim in the eye.

“At least it’s where he used to hang out. I heard from one of the guys who came through here last year that they still saw him at the place. The name of the club is called Catcher’s Choice. It’s down by the docks, which I think is how it got its name. The place smells like shit, but for whatever reason, they attract a lot of business.”

Kerry  was  quiet  for  a  long  time,  watching  her  father.  He  looked  so downtrodden she thought he might die of heart failure at that very moment.

“All  right,”  Jim  said,  finally  speaking  up.  “Is  there  anything  else  you can tell us? Do you know what he looks like?”

Roy  shifted  in  his  chair  again,  but  still  kept  his  head  down.  “I’m probably one of the only people who’s ever seen him, and even then, it was only  a  handful  of  times.  He  changes  his  hair  color  a  lot,  but  he’s  a  small guy. Probably only five and a half feet tall. He’s got a hair lip too, but it’s not too noticeable. I think he might have had some work done on it at some point.” He shrugged. “That’s it.”

Jim looked to Kerry, who still couldn’t take her eyes off of her father, and then he stood, his motion prompting Kerry to do the same.

Kerry  looked  back  one  last  time  at  Roy  before  the  guard  closed  the door, and he still had his head down. There might as well have been a storm cloud hovering over him like in a comic strip.

It was odd for Kerry to feel sympathetic toward a man she had spent so much  time  hating  over  the  past  several  years.  But  she  forced  herself  to remember what he had done. The man had torn apart thousands of families, ruined the lives of countless innocent civilians.

Roy  Solomon  was  a  drug  dealer,  trafficker,  gun  runner,  and  murderer.

He  had  pulled  the  trigger,  ending  dozens  of  lives  personally.  He  wasn’t  a good man, and there was a reason he was spending the rest of his life in jail.

By  the  time  Kerry  and  Jim  returned  to  the  car,  Kerry  had  once  again convinced herself of why she had hated her father after discovering what he had  done,  and  the  fallout  it  had  caused  for  her  both  personally  and professionally.

But  her  eyes  continued  to  flit  back  to  the  rearview  mirror  as  the penitentiary faded in the distance, and she couldn’t stop thinking about the way he looked when the door closed behind her.
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J im wasn’t sure about the best way to handle the situation on the  ride  to  the  strip  club  after  they  had  left  the  penitentiary.

Kerry  was  quiet,  which  was  unusual,  but  this  was  uncharted territory.  And  even  though  Jim  typically  enjoyed  the  silence, he understood it was important for her to talk about what just happened.

“How are you feeling?” Jim asked, immediately realizing the question was  far  too  open-ended  from  an  emotional  standpoint.  She  was  probably feeling like she was losing her mind.

“I  don’t  know,”  Kerry  answered.  “But  it’s  not  how  I  thought  I  would feel.”

Jim nodded. “That’s understandable.”

“He  looked  old,”  Kerry  said.  “Like  dying  old.  I  kept  wondering  if  he was sick.”

“He’s  been  in  jail  for  a  long  time,”  Jim  said.  “I’m  sure  that  takes  its toll.”

“Yeah. I guess it does.”

Silence filled the inside of the car cabin once more, and Jim was unsure of  how  much  more  he  should  pry.  It  was  important  for  her  to  remain focused  on  the  task  at  hand,  and  they  couldn’t  do  that  if  their  lead investigator was working through a mental breakdown.

But  Jim  knew  Kerry  was  tough.  She’d  find  her  way  through  it.  She’d done it before.

“I  was  angry  at  him  for  so  long,  but  seeing  him  like  that…”  Kerry pressed the back of her hand to her mouth, keeping the other hand on the wheel.

Jim  looked  to  his  partner,  wishing  he  knew  what  to  say,  but  with  his own  mind  clogged  with  his  family  issues,  he  wasn’t  sure  he  could  offer support. But he knew he had to try. “I was angry at my parents for a long time. Different reasons than you of course, but the rage was still there.” He glanced down to his scars. “And it nearly killed me.”

Kerry clung to his words. “How did you get over it?”

“I  stopped  blaming  them,”  Jim  answered.  “It  took  me  almost  twenty years to get there, but I did it. And I know you can too.”

Kerry took a deep breath. “I’ve tried to forgive him. I really have, but I just can’t get all the way there. Every time I think I’m close, I remember something I read about in the papers of what he did. And believe me, there were plenty.”

“Burying myself in my work helps,” Jim said. “You could try that.”

Kerry cast Jim a heavy dose of side eye. “Not exactly the healthiest way to deal with your problems.”

“I never said it was healthy,” Jim replied.

“You need to find your own balance, Jim,” Kerry said. “All you do is work.”

“What else would I do?” Jim asked.

“Take Jen out on a date,” Kerry answered.

Jim laughed. “I should have just stayed quiet.”

“I’m serious,” Kerry said. “You might have eased the rage about your parents, but you’re alone, Jim. You’re alone all of the time, and it’s no way to  live.  Ray  and  Mary  might  have  helped  you  go  down  a  better  path,  but you  still  don’t  really  let  anyone  into  your  world.  And  until  you  do  that, you’ll never be whole. Trust me.”

“Yeah, well, I guess we both have our problems,” Jim said.

Kerry scoffed. “Yeah. We do.”

They arrived at the strip club, and despite it being the afternoon and still daylight outside, the parking lot was surprisingly full.

“I don’t think I want to know the type of people who go to a strip club during the day,” Jim said.

“Hopefully, people like Benjamin Cutters,” Kerry said. “I’ll watch the back if you want to go inside.”

“Don’t feel like getting a dance?”

“Not today,” Kerry said.

The  pair  exited  the  vehicle  and  assumed  their  positions.  The  pair  had gone through scenarios like this before. Whenever they were dealing with an  individual  that  could  be  inside  a  building,  they  always  made  sure  to cover the exits for when their target decided to make a run for it.

They usually alternated who was the exit guard and who was the bait, and  while  most  men  would  have  jumped  at  the  chance  to  enter  Catcher’s Choice, Jim had never possessed the appetite for such things. He preferred to garner the attention of women the old-fashioned way while everyone still had  their  clothes  on.  Though,  if  things  went  well,  then  the  clothes  could always come off later.

The  girl  behind  the  counter  and  the  bouncer  at  the  door  eyed  Jim curiously  when  he  entered  the  house  of  carnal  pleasures.  The  music  was loud,  some  bass  drive  hip-hop  song,  and  the  strobing  lights  were  a distraction.

“Five-dollar  cover,  sweetheart.”  The  girl  behind  the  counter  stuck  out her palm, her nails tipped with night-black paint, her voice swallowed up by the thumping bass.

Jim flashed his badge, and as he opened his jacket, it revealed his gun, which caught the bouncer’s attention.

“You need to leave that out—” The bouncer grew quiet when he saw the badge.

“I need to have a look around,” Jim said.

The  girl  at  the  counter  and  the  bouncer  exchanged  a  worried  glance before the girl spoke. “You have a warrant to look around?”

“No,  but  I  think  it’d  be  better  for  you  if  I  didn’t,”  Jim  said.  “Those things  tend  to  get  really  messy.  And  I’m  not  looking  to  get  this  place  in trouble.  I’m  only  looking  for  someone  who  frequents  this  place.  He’s  a short guy, skinny, older with changing hair color. He’s got a hair lip. You know him?”

The  girl  remained  stoic  for  a  moment,  considering  her  options.  Jim really hoped she didn’t choose to do this the hard way, and just as the song ended and the club was greeted with a brief moment of silence, she nodded.

“Yeah, I know him,” she said.

“Is he here now?” Jim asked.

The girl again looked to the bouncer before she answered, but nodded.

“Thank you,” Jim said, and then turned toward the second door which would grant him entry into the club. The bouncer was a big guy, had to be

near  seven  feet  tall,  and  wide  as  the  door  he  was  guarding.  At  first,  Jim thought the big man was going to give him some trouble, but he only held up a big hand before Jim entered.

“Just don’t cause too much of a ruckus,” he said. “The girls here have a living to make.”

“I’ll do my best,” Jim said.

The bouncer shook his head as he moved aside and allowed Jim to enter the building. The music and lights were overwhelming, but Jim suspected that was probably the point of the matter. No one visited a strip club to wind down.  Everything  in  here  was  meant  to  be  a  stimulant,  to  overpower whatever depression or despair the patrons wished to escape.

Despite the number of cars in the parking lot, there were only a handful of men Jim saw seated in various areas around the club. Most of them were focused on the girl on stage. She had already worked through the song and stripped  down  to  nothing,  and  Jim  quickly  averted  his  gaze  when  the woman made eye contact with him.

It wasn’t his first time in a strip club. He had visited one shortly after joining the academy and earning his badge. He was invited by several other cops he had graduated with and trying to make friends, he decided to come.

It was Jim’s only visit.

Most of the men inside were older or middle-aged, either having the day off work or retired, but it didn’t take Jim very long to spot his target sitting on the far end of the room, tucked away in a corner to the right of the stage.

The man wore a baseball cap, but the neon pink hair which sprang from beneath the rim of the cap was unmistakable. And while the chair he was sitting in was big, the seat swallowed the man up. Jim didn’t think the guy could  have  been  taller  than  five  and  a  half  feet,  and  he  was  skinny.  Jim suspected he had found Benjamin Cutters.

Cutters  was  focused  on  his  phone,  and  Jim  used  the  distraction  as  an opportunity to move closer. He didn’t want to spook the man, not because he didn’t think Kerry would be ready to catch him, but whenever someone ran, it always made the conversation after more difficult. A willing witness rarely ever sprinted away.

Not  wanting  to  give  Cutters  the  impression  Jim  was  heading  directly toward him, he stuck to the perimeter, keeping next to the bar, and he saw the bathrooms were located close to Cutters on the other side of the room. It wouldn’t be until he walked past the restroom entrance that the guy would

start to suspect anything that was happening. And by that point, Jim would be close enough to catch the man before he tried to make a run for it.

The song for the dancer ended the moment Jim turned the corner on the backside of the room, and Jim thought the break would cause Cutters to lift his  head,  but  the  man  never  moved  a  muscle,  staring  down  at  his  phone until Jim was standing right in front of him.

Slowly,  Benjamin  Cutters  raised  his  eyes,  looking  up  at  Jim  with practically zero interest.

“I don’t have anything on me that you can arrest me for,” Cutters said, shouting above the new song that was blaring through the speakers as the next dancer was introduced out onto the stage.

“I’m  not  looking  to  arrest  you,”  Jim  said,  knowing  he  was  probably dealing with a very slick operator. “The only thing I want is information.”

Cutters smirked and shook his head as he pocketed his phone into his hoodie. Jim doubted the man was carrying, but he kept his hand at the ready just to be sure. It was always the calm ones that set Jim on edge because they were usually smart.

“Information about what?” Cutters asked.

Jim  glanced  around,  knowing  he  didn’t  want  to  continue  the conversation  inside.  He  needed  to  get  Cutters  out  of  his  element  to  best leverage the situation. “Let’s head out front.”

Cutters smiled. “No. I don’t think so.”

Before Jim could object, two large pairs of hands placed firm grips on both of his arms, and he glanced up to see two men dressed in suits and big as NFL linemen hovering on either side of him.

“I think it’s best if you leave, Detective,” Cutters said.

Jim  understood  he  didn’t  have  the  upper  hand  in  this  scenario,  but  he also  knew  the  moment  he  walked  out  of  this  place,  the  chances  of  being able  to  find  Cutters  again  would  be  slim.  The  man  had  a  knack  for disappearing,  and  Jim  wasn’t  blind  to  the  fact  that  seeing  him  here  might have been more dumb luck than anything else. This was his only chance.

Jim held up his hands, nodding to Cutters as though he understood, but the moment the pair of bears on either side of him loosened their hold, he jumped into action.

Jim slammed one hand into the throat of the big bodyguard to his left and  thrust  his  head  up  and  back  when  he  felt  the  second  bodyguard

intervene. The quick strikes provided Jim the needed time to whirl around and stomp the man’s knee from the side, sending him to the floor.

Jim returned his attention to Cutters, who remained stunned in his chair, looking up at Jim with a mixture of fascination and terror.

Jim snatched Cutters by the collar and lifted him from the chair, moving toward the back exit that Jim expected Cutters to use to make a run for it.

Jim shouldered open the door, which led to a narrow hallway lined with dimmed fluorescent and halogen lights, and the music became muted as the door  closed  behind  him.  Cutters  was  light  and  easy  to  maneuver  as  they spilled  out  into  the  afternoon  sun,  both  men  squinting  from  the  sudden change in brightness.

Kerry was on the scene and quickly moved into position to help secure Cutters, but Jim waved her off.

“There might be two big men coming after me,” Jim said, catching his breath. “Take care of them for me, will you?”

Kerry  frowned.  “What?”  But  before  any  further  explanation  was provided, the two men in question burst through the same exit door, each of them  limping  as  Kerry  drew  her  weapon.  “Down  on  the  ground,  now!

Now!” Kerry kept her shooter’s stance and held her position until the men complied, and then she relieved them of their weapons and cuffed them.

With  all  three  men  secure,  Jim  called  for  backup,  and  a  uniformed officer  arrived  to  handle  Cutters’  bodyguards.  Jim  and  Kerry  were  left  to deal  with  the  man  they  hoped  could  lead  them  to  whoever  poisoned  the young boy.

“I  normally  don’t  attract  such  attention.”  Cutters  remained  calm  and personable, even with the handcuffs behind his back. “I don’t think steel is really necessary, do you?”

“And I don’t think you needed to call in your goon squad to try and get rid of me,” Jim replied. “Do you?”

Cutters  smiled.  “Fair  enough,  Detective.  But  you  have  to  understand, my entire life’s work revolves around avoiding meetings with authorities. If I get caught, then I’m not doing a very good job.”

“Based  on  what  we’ve  heard,  you’ve  been  very  good  at  your  job,”

Kerry said. “We need information about some poisons we heard you have been known to traffic.”

“Poisons?” Cutters asked. “I’m not running an apothecary.”

“Maito-toxins,”  Jim  said,  his  tone  stern.  “We  found  a  child  who  was poisoned  with  a  concoction  of  exotic  marine  life.  Do  you  know  anything about that?”

Jim studied Cutters carefully, knowing the man wasn’t going to betray much with his expression, but Jim believed he caught a brief hint of fear.

Though it vanished too quickly for Jim to be certain.

“I don’t know anything about that,” Cutters answered. “And unless you have something to tie me to the death of the kid—”

“We don’t have anything to tie you to the death of the kid,” Jim said.

“And  I’m  not  looking  to  try  and  bring  you  in,  because  right  now  I’m chasing a bigger fish.”

Now  it  was  Cutters'  turn  to  study  Jim.  “I’m  not  sure  you’ll  like  what you find.”

“Try me,” Jim said.

Cutters laughed. “All right. But I’ll need something in writing. To make sure you don’t try and screw me after I tell you what you want to know. My lawyer  should  be  able  to  work  up  something  fairly  quickly.  If  I’m  just allowed my phone call.”

Jim  knew  the  man  wasn’t  to  be  trusted,  but  he  believed  Cutters  was more concerned about not going to jail than he was about giving Jim false information.  He  was  certain  Cutters  had  backup  plans  for  situations  like these. The man wouldn’t have made it this far otherwise.

Cutters’ lawyer arrived at the strip club with the appropriate documents, and  after  the  department’s  legal  team  reviewed  them  via  email,  Jim  and Kerry  received  permission  from  the  DA  to  go  ahead  and  make  the  deal.

Everyone wanted to know who was at the heart of the matter, and they were willing to let Cutters go. For now.

With the particulars of the case settled, Cutters insisted on the removal of the cuffs before he told them what they wanted to know, and the man had no problem drawing out the motion for the sake of theatrics. “It’s not usual I become bested.” He gestured to the strip club. “There are only a select few people  who  know  I  visit  this  place  during  the  day.  And  most  of  them  are dead.” He studied Jim and Kerry curiously but then set his gaze on Kerry. “I know you.”

“No, you don’t,” Kerry said.

Cutters smiled. “Maybe not personally. But I’m sure I know about you.

Because I don’t think Roy Solomon would have given me up for anybody

save for his daughter, who also happens to be a detective. Is he proud you followed in his shoes?”

Jim  knew  Cutters  was  only  trying  to  get  a  rise  out  of  Kerry,  but  he didn’t  want  this  to  turn  into  a  bigger  altercation  than  they  already  made.

“Who did you give the drugs to?”

Cutters’ gaze lingered on Kerry’s. “It wasn’t a who, but a where.”

Jim sighed. “Where then?”

Cutters  turned  to  Jim.  “Are  you  sure  you  want  to  pull  on  this  thread, Detective?  Because  I’ve  been  in  this  business  long  enough  to  know  there are some things better left to remain in the darkness.”

“The thread found me,” Jim said.

Cutters threw his hands up, no longer pressing the issue. He looked past Jim  and  Kerry  and  then  nodded  to  the  lawyer,  who  waited  patiently  and dutifully  off  to  the  side  while  the  conversation  took  place.  Seconds  later, Jim received a buzz on his phone and saw the address sent to his email.

“What exactly are we going to find when we arrive?” Kerry asked.

Cutters  shrugged,  playing  dumb.  “Look,  there  are  people  in  this  city who have certain… let’s say predilections. And some pay good money for those desires and to ensure those desires remain discreet.”

Jim  could  read  the  subtext  of  what  Cutters  was  saying.  “This  is  a pedophile site?”

Cutters  placed  both  hands  on  his  chest.  “I’ve  never  dealt  with  such desires. Believe it or not, there are some lines that even I won’t cross.”

“I doubt that,” Kerry said.

“All  I  know  is  the  request  for  certain  exotic  fish  was  made  to  be delivered to that location,” Cutters said. “Once the goods were dropped off, my  association  with  the  matter  ended.”  He  stood  up  from  the  back  of  the squad  car  and  then  reached  up  to  place  a  hand  on  Jim  and  Kerry’s shoulders. “I wish you the best of luck, Detectives.”

Jim and Kerry watched as Cutters was escorted by his lawyer to a black SUV, and the pair drove off. Kerry shook her head in disbelief.

“Why do I get the feeling that he’s going to be a pain in our side in the considerable future?” Kerry asked.

Jim was getting the sense that Cutters was into more than he was letting on,  and  perhaps  more  than  anyone  realized.  The  man  was  more businessman than a criminal. “We’ll deal with him later.” He glanced down

at  the  address  in  his  hands,  unsure  of  what  they  would  find  when  they arrived, and unsure of how he was going to handle it when they did.

1 5

K erry put together a SWAT and strike team to handle the infiltration  of  the  building,  and  once  everything  had  been approved by Mullocks, they watched from the monitors on the back of the SWAT truck.

The  building  was  in  the  middle  of  nowhere,  and  only  accessible  by  a one-lane dirt road. The entire drive out, Kerry expected to find a small RV

trailer or some old cabin, but she was surprised when she saw the modest, two-story building constructed in a clearing on the side of the mountain.

The building was delicate and quaint, the surrounding area scenic and pleasurable, but all of that disappeared once the SWAT team approached the building and broke inside.

Children no older than ten or eleven had been dolled up to be made to look like some of the working girls Kerry used to see when she worked her beat south of downtown. And the sight was made even more grotesque by the several grown men who were caught undressing in the bedrooms where the children were kept.

By the time the SWAT team had secured the building, Kerry’s anger had grown so intense she feared what she would do to the men when she had stepped out of the back of the SWAT van.

“Hey,”  Jim  said,  standing  in  the  back  of  the  van  with  the  door  open.

“You ready?”

Kerry  took  a  breath  and  nodded.  She  followed  Jim  out,  and  the  pair marched up the gravel driveway. She saw the men lined up outside, some of them in nothing but their underwear, all of them with their heads bowed.

They varied in age and body types, but all of them possessed the shame and disgust that was associated with being caught in such an act. None of them dared to look Kerry or Jim in the eye as they walked past, and while Jim was able to keep walking past them and up the front porch steps of the building, Kerry couldn’t help but stop.

A  million  thoughts  raced  through  her  head,  and  all  of  them  centered around  the  idea  of  ending  the  lives  of  every  despicable  man  standing  in front of her. She eventually stood there long enough for one of the men to lift their heads and make eye contact with her.

He was tall, lanky, with thinning brown hair. He had dark circles sunken under his eyes and moles that sprouted over his face and body in random intervals. He was trembling, and he couldn’t stop shaking as Kerry set him on fire with her gaze.

Kerry knew all she had to do was take one step toward the man, and she wouldn’t be able to stop herself from what happened next.

“Hey.” Jim appeared at her side and gently took her arm. “We should go inside.” His voice was calm and quieter than he normally spoke. But it was the tone she needed for her to move before she did something she couldn’t take back.

When they entered the building, the SWAT sergeant approached Jim and Kerry. “The house is secure. A total of twelve adults and nine minors.”

The number echoed in Kerry’s head.

Jim gestured outside. “I only counted seven guys out there.”

“The  other  five  adults  worked  here.”  The  sergeant  was  unable  to  hide the disgust on his face.

“All right,” Jim said. “Let’s start with them first. See what they know.”

Three  men  and  two  women  comprised  the  staff  of  the  little  hideaway, but unlike the visitors, none of them wore the shame and embarrassment of those that indulged in their services. They were only angry that they’d been caught.

“Who’s in charge?” Jim asked.

No one raised their hand.

“All right then, let’s change things up,” Jim said. “The first person who can tell me something important will be given a deal by the DA.”

Kerry watched as the announcement stirred up some controversy among the  ranks,  and  each  of  them  eyeballed  one  another,  everyone  wondering who was going to talk first. And then finally one of them caved.

“What kind of deal?” It was one of the women. She was older, probably in her fifties, though it was hard to tell because she looked like a strung-out junkie. She might be younger, her chosen path in life aging her well beyond her years.

“The kind that depends on the information you have,” Jim answered.

“We don’t know anything,” one of the men blurted it out. “We get paid in cash, and we’re given shifts and assignments. That’s it. We’ve only ever met one person, and they never gave us a name.”

“What did the person look like?” Jim asked.

“It was a man,” the second woman spoke up, and suddenly everyone in the group was struggling to provide some pivotal piece of information that would provide an alleviated sentence for their crimes. But they would get no such deal. It was a tactic Jim had used before, and it usually worked on those who were desperate.

“He was older, but looked like he had money,” another man said. “He had an expensive suit and a nice watch.”

The vague and indistinguishable traits were blurted out by everyone, but in the end, Kerry and Jim had nothing more than the description of every businessman who worked in downtown Seattle.

“What about the kids?” Kerry asked. “How do they get here?”

“A van drops them off,” one of the men said. “We never see the driver.

The windows are tinted. We just open up the back and grab the kid.”

Kerry  laughed,  her  disgust  over  the  situation  so  maddening  it  was  the only  reaction  she  could  provide  that  didn’t  involve  shooting  any  of  the people in the room. “So you just stood aside and let all of this happen? You know what those men out there were doing to those kids. Those  children!”

She leaned forward, screaming into the faces of the group, and each of them shuddered,  looking  away,  unable  to  meet  her  gaze.  But  her  outburst  had caused the rest of the house to go quiet.

Jim  said  nothing,  but  Kerry  recognized  the  look  on  his  face.  She  was getting too close to the fire. And while she had been so worried about Jim not  being  able  to  handle  being  so  close  to  a  situation  because  of  the relationship to his family, she had fallen into the mother’s trap.

Having kids of her own, Kerry struggled to keep her cool whenever they encountered some of their more horrific cases of child abductions, like this one was turning out to be. She needed to take a step back, and that’s what she did.

Kerry walked through the rest of the house and exited into the backyard.

Sunlight  streamed  down  in  lines  through  the  thick  foliage,  and  whatever semblance  of  peace  she  hoped  to  achieve  outside  vanished  when  she  saw the playground sitting in the backyard.

Kerry thought she imagined it for a moment, but as she walked over to the small playset and placed her hand on one of the swings and confirmed its reality, she stifled a gasp.

The fact that they kept something here to keep the children entertained sickened  her  stomach.  It  was  the  idea  someone  believed  this  could  be  a home for these kids.

She  wasn’t  sure  how  long  she  stood  out  there,  but  after  a  while,  Jim joined her outside.

“They don’t know much about who set all of this up,” Jim said.

“You think Cutters lied to us?” Kerry asked.

Jim glanced back to the building and then back to Kerry. “No. This is where  the  poisons  were  delivered.  Whoever  wanted  the  toxins  is  also  in charge of this place.”

“Of  course  they  are,”  Kerry  said.  “Because  we  haven’t  found  enough terrible things during this investigation.”

“We should try speaking with the kids,” Jim said.

“Are  you  sure?”  Kerry  asked.  “The  last  bunch  was  catatonic.  I’m  not sure these kids are going to be any different.”

“We  won’t  know  until  we  try,”  Jim  said.  “And  until  forensics  finds anything in that house we can use, the kids are going to be our best bet into figuring  out  what  happened  to  them  and  why  they  came  here  in  the  first place.”

The  cops  had  gathered  all  of  the  kids  into  one  room.  The  younger children  were  holding  hands,  the  three  of  them  squeezing  tight,  each  of them  with  their  eyes  on  their  feet.  They  were  all  dressed,  but  the  officers had  given  them  blankets  to  wrap  around  themselves.  It  was  their  way  of trying to right all of the terrible wrongs that had been done to the children.

Not that a blanket could do that, but again, it was all the officers could offer.

Jim  whispered  something  to  the  sergeant  watching  the  kids,  and  after they spoke, the SWAT officers stepped out of the room, leaving Kerry and Jim alone with the kids.

Once the other adults were gone, some of the older kids looked at one another in confusion, and then Jim dropped to a knee to get on their level.

“I’m  Jim,”  he  said.  “I’m  a  detective  with  the  police  department.”  He reached for his shield on his belt and unclipped it, handing it to one of the children  closest  to  him,  who  took  it  hesitantly.  “Can  anyone  tell  me  how you got here?”

The child who took the badge turned it over in his hands a few times, almost  like  he  was  inspecting  it  for  counterfeit,  and  then  passed  it  to  the child next to him, who did the same.

Kerry  hung  back,  letting  Jim  do  the  talking.  He  had  a  way  about  him when it came to kids and getting them to open up. She suspected much of it came  from  his  upbringing.  He  was  around  children  more  than  adults  his entire life, and that afforded Jim a level of understanding that most adults lost along the way.

Jim didn’t push the questions hard, waiting until the badge had made it around to all of the kids before speaking again. “How long have you been here?”

Another stretch of silence followed, but after a while, one of the older boys who sat up front fidgeted and he spoke up. “I can’t remember. A long time.”

Jim nodded. “That’s okay if you can’t remember.” He looked over the rest  of  the  kids,  each  of  them  nodding  along  with  their  self-appointed leader,  all  of  them  agreeing  that  it  had  been  a  long  time.  “Did  all  of  you come here together?”

The older boy shook his head. “No. Some of us did, but not all of us.”

“Who came together?” Jim asked.

The older boy pointed to the three younger children. “We did.”

A  second  older  boy  pointed  to  himself  and  the  three  girls  that  were around his age. “And we came together.”

Jim nodded, maintaining a kind tone, keeping his voice low and quiet.

“Do  you  remember  where  you  used  to  live?”  Again  another  stretch  of silence.  “Did  you  live  in  a  house  with  other  people?  Were  you  in  a orphanage?” All of them perked up and Jim saw his opening. “I was in the foster system growing up. I spent a lot of time over at Pine Crest. Anyone lived there?”

One of the girls slowly raised her hand. “I did.”

Jim smiled. “Does the heater still make noise at night?”

The girl nodded. “It sounds like a monster.”

“I remember,” Jim answered. “It used to keep me up all night, and then I’d  oversleep  and  get  yelled  at  for  missing  breakfast.”  He  grimaced.  “But sometimes I used to sleep in late to skip breakfast on purpose. The oatmeal was always gross and cold.”

The girl wrinkled her nose. “Yeah. I don’t miss that.”

Jim  tilted  his  head  to  the  side,  studying  the  young  girl.  “Were  you  at Pine Crest before you came here?”

The girl shook her head. “No, I was somewhere else.”

Kerry did her best to stay out of it, knowing that if she tried to interject now, she was only going to interrupt the flow Jim had established. And he was close to uncovering something important.

“What  was  it  called?”  Jim  asked  again,  not  rushing  the  question  or revealing any eagerness. These kids had spent most of their lives with eager adults, and that eagerness was always followed by something horrible.

The little girl struggled for a moment, fear flashing across her face.

“You  don’t  have  to  worry  about  getting  in  trouble,”  Jim  said.  “You remember that badge you held?”

The girl nodded.

“Well,  since  you  touched  it,  that  means  you’re  protected,”  Jim answered. “These people can’t hurt you anymore.”

It  was  common  for  child  abusers  and  abductors  and  anyone  that  was involved in human trafficking to use the children’s trust and silence against them.

The  little  girl  twisted  her  mouth,  working  up  the  courage  to  say something,  and  then  finally,  her  small  voice  broke  shattered  her  silence.

“We were at Harvest Grove.”

Jim  nodded.  “And  was  there  someone  at  Harvest  Grove  who  was  in charge of you?”

The little girl nodded.

“Do you remember their name?”

Again the little girl nodded.

It was at that moment Kerry had a brief glimpse of hope in the darkness.

It was flickering, and Kerry knew that even the smallest gust could blow it out, but she held onto it tightly.
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T he moment Jim retrieved the name from the little girl, he and Kerry  departed  for  Harvest  Grove.  They  called  ahead  to make  sure  the  contact  was  working,  but  they  provided  no other advance notice, and Kerry had called under the disguise of a couple who were looking to adopt.

“Thank you so much,” Kerry said. “We’ll see you in a little bit.”

The  call  ended,  and  the  smile  Kerry  had  plastered  over  her  face immediately vanished. “She’s there.”

“Good,” Jim said.

Jim knew there were some good social workers out there, trying to do their best in a system that was completely stacked against them, but there were those who looked to take advantage of the lack of oversight the system provided.  And  it  was  those  individuals  that  Jim  wished  to  purge  from  the system.

By the time Jim and Kerry arrived at Harvest Grove, Jim was so filled with  adrenaline  that  he  practically  jumped  out  of  the  car.  He  wanted  to bring this horrible woman to justice, of course, but he also understood that getting to this woman would put him one step closer to uncovering the real monster pulling strings.

Harvest Grove was an old building, but the grounds were well-kept. Jim saw  some  of  the  children  taking  advantage  of  the  remaining  sunshine, playing in a large stretch of grass adjacent to the parking lot in front of the main building.

The  laughter  and  smiles  from  the  kids  contradicted  the  dark  cloud  of this place, which Jim had constructed in his own mind.

“How do you want to handle this?” Kerry asked, keeping up with Jim’s quick  strides  as  they  marched  up  the  front  steps  and  entered  through  the front door.

“We  don’t  leave  this  place  until  we  know  what  she’s  doing,”  Jim answered.  “I  want  to  know  everything  she  does  before  we  take  her downtown.”

The  building  entered  into  a  large  foyer,  and  there  were  two  hallways directly to the left and right upon your entry, and ahead there was a large desk with a high front wall where a middle-aged man sitting behind a desk, doors on either side of him in the wall behind him.

“Can  I  help  you  two?”  the  man  asked,  a  small  sense  of  alarm  in  his voice as Jim and Kerry approached his desk with a level of aggression.

“We have an appointment with Grace Benson,” Jim said.

“Oh,  of  course,  she  said  she  had  a  couple  coming,  I’ll  call  her  up  for you.” The man sounded relieved as he reached for the phone.

Jim studied the pair of doors like a hawk. He didn’t think there would be anywhere for the woman to run once she stepped out into the foyer, but Jim wasn’t in the mood to be taking any more chances.

The seconds ticked by slowly as Jim waited for Grace to appear, and by the time he saw the door on the left open and a young woman step through, he had to stop himself reaching for his cuffs and slapping it on her wrists the moment she extended her hand.

“I’m Grace,” she said, smiling wide.

“I’m  Detective  Jim  North,  and  this  is  my  partner  Detective  Kerry Martin,  whom  you  spoke  with  on  the  phone,”  Jim  said,  keeping  hold  of Grace’s extended hand in a firm grip.

The color drained from Grace’s face almost immediately. “What’s this about?”

Jim  never  broke  eye  contact  with  the  woman,  his  gaze  hard  and  cold.

“We need to talk about the children you’re selling into sex work.”

The  woman  yanked  her  hand  free  from  Jim’s  grip  and  stumbled backward a few steps. She shook her head as if her denial would make the allegations  suddenly  vanish.  “I  don’t—What  are  you  talking  about?”  She laughed  nervously  and  then  glanced  at  the  man  at  the  desk  who  looked confused. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

Jim matched Grace’s steps on her retreat to the door. “Yes, you do.”

Grace jumped when she backed up against the door. “Please, I don’t—”

“You don’t have many options right now,” Jim said. “All that’s left to you at the moment is to tell me who you’re working for, and why they’re taking children away from this place, and where they’re taking them.”

Grace looked from Jim back to Kerry, who remained by the desk, then back  to  Jim.  She  swallowed  a  dry  ball  of  spit,  and  Jim  knew  she  was racking  her  brain  to  find  a  way  out  of  all  of  this,  but  the  more  paths  she walked down in her mind, the more she realized she wasn’t going to be able to do what she wanted. She was stuck. She was screwed. She was going to jail.

Grace  bowed  her  head,  most  of  the  tension  she  was  carrying  in  her shoulders dropping as she kept her voice incredibly quiet. “I don’t want to talk out here. My office would be better.”

“I  don’t  care  where  you  tell  us,  so  long  as  you  tell  us  the  truth,”  Jim said.

Grace  no  longer  made  any  attempts  to  escape,  and  Jim  and  Kerry followed her back to a small office space where there was a desk with two chairs on either side. Grace sat down, but Jim and Kerry remained standing, Kerry staying close to the door.

Grace sat down in her chair as though she were made of glass, and she would shatter into a million pieces if she moved. She gingerly leaned back into  her  chair  and  rested  her  hands  in  her  laps,  tugging  at  her  fingers nervously.

“I was approached last year,” Grace said, her eyes wide and frightened as she spoke, her voice trembling like reverberating glass.

“Approached  by  who?”  Jim  asked,  tired  of  hearing  about  this mysterious man he’d been chasing since all of this started.

“It was a man,” Grace answered. “He went by the name of Mister.”

“Mister,” Jim said, repeating it as though he didn’t believe it.

“That’s what he called himself,” Grace said. “He asked me if I wanted to make some money. My parents are sick, and I’m the one taking care of them—”

“I don’t care about the backstory,” Jim said, his voice cold. “What’s the arrangement?”

Grace nodded and then continued. “He gave me a list of criteria to have when selecting the children.”

“Criteria?” Kerry asked. “What the hell is this, like picking out a car?”

“I would identify the children who fit the criteria and then bring them to different houses outside of the city,” Grace said, going through the motions as though she were describing an encounter at the grocery store. “I would drop them off, and then come back here and finish up the paperwork.”

“Paperwork?” Jim asked.

Grace looked up at him. “Well, yeah. Believe it or not, some people do look into the disappearance of children.”

“You forged adoption documents?” Kerry asked. “But you need Social Security  numbers,  birth  certificates,  income  verifications—how  did someone in your position get all of those items?”

Jim  studied  Grace,  knowing  Kerry  was  right.  The  woman  didn’t  have the  connections  to  pull  off  such  things.  “Because  she  didn’t.  Mister  gave them to you, didn’t he?”

Grace  nodded.  “The  information  was  provided  along  with  the  money.

All I had to do was fill out the forms.” She shrugged. “That was it.”

Kerry laughed, her voice incredulous. “Unbelievable.”

Jim walked over to the desk and planted his palms onto the flat surface, spreading his fingers out as he stared into Grace’s eyes. “I want everything.

The names of every kid you’ve sold, the amount of cash you’ve received, and the forged documents for each child. Now.”

Grace nodded. “It’s all here. I just have to pull them.”

“How many kids have you done this to?” Kerry asked.

Grace grew silent, again averting her eyes. “Um, it’s hard to say…”

“It is,” Jim said. “But you remember. How many?”

Grace bit her lower lip, and even though she was only a few years older than  Jim,  he  felt  as  though  he  were  addressing  a  teenager  who  had  just gotten caught by the principal for smoking in the bathroom. “Forty-two.”

“Jesus,”  Kerry  whispered,  turning  in  a  slow  circle  since  there  was nowhere else she could pace. She briefly covered her mouth with her hands.

When she dropped it from her face, she stood slack-jawed as she stared at Grace. “Forty-two?”

Grace  turned  her  tear-soaked  face  up  to  Jim,  unable  to  control  her sobbing  now.  “I’m  sorry.  I’m  so  sorry,  but  I  needed  the  money!  And  I’ve done good things for a lot of other kids! I have!”

Jim turned away from Grace and back to Kerry. “Call it in.”

Kerry nodded and then reached for her phone as Jim walked back over to  Grace.  He  stepped  around  the  desk  so  he  was  on  her  side  and  towered

over her as she looked up at him from the chair.
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I t took four officers to carry in all of the documents that Grace Benson had forged for the forty-two children she sold off into sex trafficking. All of the files were added to the evidence they had compiled in the command center, and Jim opened up one of the boxes and opened the first file he touched.

“Kara Waters,” Jim said. “Black female. Nine years old.”

Kerry joined Jim’s side, staring at the stack of files on the desk. “Forty-two kids. I don’t understand how someone could participate in this kind of evil.”

Jim closed Kara’s file and set it on the table. “What’s our timeline with the raids?”

“The Chief is scrounging up local resources, but the Feds will do most of the heavy lifting on this one,” Kerry answered.

Jim  nodded.  After  their  conversation  with  Grace  Benson,  the  woman had given up every seedy location where she had dropped the children off in her unmarked van. In total, there were seven underage brothels scattered around the state.

The decision was made to strike at all seven locations at once to prevent any of them from being notified of the raids.

“Are you all right with not being a part of the raids?” Kerry asked. “I know you’re not one to enjoy sitting on the sidelines.”

Jim stared at the stack of files they had brought in, and shook his head.

“I’m more concerned with the person who orchestrated all of this.”

“Grace Benson?” Kerry asked.

“No,”  Jim  answered.  “Whoever  was  paying  Grace  Benson.  There’s someone out there pulling the strings for all of this, and I want to bring him down.”

“We will,” Kerry said.

Jim  had  grown  more  convinced  now  than  ever  that  Charlie  Mills,  the boy who his parents had fostered and then turned away, the boy who had carved  the  symbols  they  had  found  in  Rudy’s  notebook  and  on  two  other children, was still alive and well.

But  who  Charlie  Mills  was  pretending  to  be  these  days  was  still  a mystery.

“Hey, I’ve got something.” Missy pushed herself away from her work desk  and  carried  her  laptop  over  with  her,  squeezing  between  Jim  and Kerry.  “I  finally  made  a  connection  between  the  shell  companies.”  She opened a tab on her browser and revealed a minimalistic webpage. “Wayfair Limited. They’re an accounting firm that handles all of the shell companies I’ve been able to find connected to the purchases of the buildings. And their office is located in North Seattle.”

Kerry slapped her palm on the desk. “Good work, Missy.”

Missy crossed her arms and smiled. “Thanks.”

Jim turned the laptop screen toward him while Kerry worked on putting together a strike team. The website offered limited information aside from their business services and a few stock photographs of generic accounting pictures.

“Jim,” Kerry said. “Let’s roll.”

Because  of  the  other  raids  happening,  it  took  time  to  put  together  a SWAT team to assist in their own raid on the accounting building.

Jim  considered  what  they  would  find  when  they  arrived.  He  doubted there  would  be  any  children  there,  but  he  suspected  that  any  documents found would be well worth the trip. He was one step closer to uncovering the truth.

“How are you holding up?” Kerry asked.

“I’m fine,” Jim answered quickly.

“You don’t seem fine,” Kerry said.

“Well, we’re dealing with what could potentially be one of the biggest child abduction rings the city has ever seen,” Jim said. “And it happens to be  connected  to  a  case  that  involves  my  family.”  Jim  rubbed  his  temples,

and then wiped hips palm down his face, reddening his skin. “I’m sorry. I think I’m just tired.”

“I understand,” Kerry said. “But I feel we’re close.”

“Yeah,” Jim said. “Me too.”

But while Kerry sounded optimistic, Jim remained worried.

The SWAT team was first on scene, setting up camp a block down the road, making sure they didn’t spook anyone. The neighborhood was filled with old businesses, a lost and forgotten suburb outside of the city that was still clinging to life.

Kerry  and  Jim  parked  next  to  the  SWAT  van  and  met  with  Sergeant Jeffers, who broke away from the other officers, everyone dressed head to toe in their tactical gear.

Sergeant  Jeffers  greeted  Jim  and  Kerry  with  a  nod.  “You  two  are making a habit out of this today.”

“We thought you might enjoy the overtime,” Kerry said.

Jeffers  cracked  his  head  to  the  side  and  then  rolled  his  head  over  his neck. “Overtime is good, but my mother always told me to be wary of too much of a good thing.”

“The  sarge  talking  about  his  mother  again?”  A  young  SWAT  officer joined them. The name on his chest read Geletty. “I swear his mother has an anecdote for every scenario.”

“My mother was very wise,” Jeffers said.

“Have you had a chance to assess the scene?” Kerry asked.

“Yes,  and  it’s  not  looking  good,”  Jeffers  answered.  “We  counted  four guards, all armed with automatic weapons and protected with body armor.

They look like ex-military.”

“Civilians?” Kerry asked.

“Unsure of how many are inside,” Jeffers said.

“When can we go in?” Jim asked, eager to press the issue.

Jeffers  glanced  between  both  Kerry  and  Jim.  “We  need  more  time  for recon. We don’t even have the building plans yet.”

Jim grew agitated. “We don’t have time for this. The people inside have access to information we need. We need to go ahead now.”

Jeffers ignored Jim and focused on Kerry. “It’s your call.”

Jim hoped Kerry would make the right decision, but the doubt he saw on her face didn’t bode well for her choosing to charge in.

“We’ll  take  our  time,”  Kerry  said.  “Get  the  schematics  so  we  at  least have a way to see what we’re heading into.”

“Yes, ma’am,” Jeffers said.

Jim  turned  to  Kerry,  lowering  his  voice  once  they  were  alone.  “I understand that you’re scared—”

“Scared?”  Kerry  scrunched  her  face  in  surprise.  “This  is  about  being prepared, Jim. If this building is secured by heavily armed guards, then it stands  to  reason  they’ll  use  force  to  stop  anyone  from  getting  inside.  We need to be smart about this.”

“And I need to find Rudy and clear my father’s name,” Jim said. “You might not be so timid if it was your family.”

“Hey,” Kerry said, her tone stern. “I understand you’re under pressure, but so is everyone. We’re working on getting to the truth, and we will get there.”

Jim  stepped  away  from  Kerry,  shaking  his  head.  “But  we  won’t  get there fast enough.” The moment he turned around and started jogging down the street toward the building, Jim’s vision tunneled. He was done waiting.

Jim  snuck  down  an  alley  a  few  buildings  before  he  reached  Wayfair Limited and drew his weapon. He peered around the corner, and just before he was about to take off, Kerry and the SWAT team snuck up behind him.

“Change your mind?” Jim asked.

“I’m not letting you go in alone,” Kerry answered.

“I have one man across the street,” Jeffers said. “He counts two guards on the first floor by the door, and he says he can see two more on the top floor.”

“How many stories?” Kerry asked.

“Three,” Jeffers answered.

Kerry turned to Jim. “You let the SWAT team take lead, all right?”

Jim nodded, but he could tell Kerry didn’t believe him.

Kerry turned to Jeffers. “On you, Sergeant.”

Jeffers  turned  to  his  team  and  then  radioed  his  man  across  the  street.

“Keep your eyes open, Thompson.” He pushed past Kerry and Jim and then turned the corner, disappearing down the street.

Kerry handed Jim an earpiece, which was keyed into the frequency of the SWAT team’s radio. “We’ll talk about this later.”

Jim plugged the piece into his ear, not caring about the consequences so long as they got their results.

“Approaching buildings,” Jeffers said. “Breach in three, two, one. Go!

Go! Go!”

The SWAT team exploded into action, bursting through the front door where  the  two  guards  waited  for  them,  and  they  did  not  lay  down  their weapons.

Gunfire exploded, and Jim was unable to hear the radio chatter over the gunfire.

“Jeffers?” Kerry shouted over her radio.

“Officer down! Officer down!”

“Retreat,” Kerry said. “Get everyone back!”

Jim saw their moment disappearing before his eyes, but he couldn’t sit idle. He unholstered his weapon and moved past Kerry before she could try to stop him.

Jim sprinted down the sidewalk and the gunfire grew louder, thundering ahead of Jim, a deadly storm void of clouds, wind, or rain.

Jim  spotted  the  SWAT  team  on  retreat,  two  of  the  men  carrying  the wounded officer between them. The bright crimson red of the blood from the wound stood out amongst the black of their uniforms, but Jim focused all of his attention on Jeffers, who he intercepted outside.

“We need to go back!” Jim shouted, grabbing hold of Jeffers’ shoulder.

“The  order  was  to  retreat!”  Jeffers  shouted,  his  voice  aggressive  and loud  from  the  adrenaline  of  the  fight.  “And  that’s  what  we’re  doing!”  He shouldered past him, but Jim reached for the sergeant’s arm and turned him around.

“We  need  to  know  what’s  inside  before  they  destroy  evidence!”  Jim shouted, matching the sergeant’s aggressiveness. The rage coursing through his  veins  had  outweighed  all  of  the  risks  of  the  situation.  The  key  to clearing his father’s name could be inside that building. “We need to finish this!”

“Jim!” Kerry appeared from behind him. “Get back. That’s an order!”

“We  leave  now,  and  those  people  have  control  of  the  narrative,”  Jim said, his voice still raised. “We can’t let them get away!”

“And we’re not going to let them,” Kerry said, stepping closer to Jim, Jeffers, and one of the other officers still close by, watching the altercation unfold. “But we need to be smart about this. Everyone here wants the same thing. We just have to figure out a way to make it happen.”

The  gunfire  had  died  down,  but  the  shouts  of  the  armed  guards  still echoed through the shattered glass of the front of the building.

“All  guards  have  retreated  to  the  top  floor,”  Thompson  said,  still watching from across the street.

Jim turned toward the building. A force was tugging at him, the same powerful, unwavering commitment of finding the truth.

“Jim,”  Kerry  said,  her  voice  pulling  him  away  from  the  shouts  of  the fighters.  Her  expression  had  softened,  and  she  extended  a  hand  to  him.

“We’ll find another way.”

It was a peace offering, and Jim knew what would happen if he didn’t take it. If he couldn’t pull himself back now, he would be lost.

Jim  stepped  back,  nodding  and  mumbling  something  that  was  a  piss-poor  attempt  for  an  apology.  But  he  only  made  a  few  steps  before  all  of them stopped once again, turning their faces toward the sky.

“Chopper inbound,” Jeffers said.

The  helicopter  landed  on  top  of  the  Wayfair  Limited  building.  The bastards  had  an  escape  plan,  and  they  were  going  to  get  away  unless something was done now.

Jim sprinted to the building and found the staircase which led to the top floor.  He  moved  tactically  up  the  building,  and  when  he  reached  the  top floor,  he  saw  the  place  had  been  turned  upside  down.  Desks  and  filing cabinets  were  empty,  computers  destroyed  or  hard  drives  removed.  The guards weren’t just evacuating themselves, they were taking evidence.

Jim sprinted up the last flight of stairs to the roof access. He opened the door and was blasted by the wind from the chopper. He was stopped short when some of the soldiers opened fire.

Jim  ducked  back  into  the  stairwell,  narrowly  avoiding  the  automatic gunfire.

When there was a lull in the shooting, Jim slowly cracked the door open again. The thump of the chopper blades was still going, and even from his current position, he was on the receiving end of the heavy gusts of wind that followed.

Jim  saw  the  last  of  the  documents  being  loaded  into  the  chopper,  and two men with their automatic weapons guarding the boarding process.

With  the  last  of  the  documents  loaded  onto  the  chopper,  Jim  knew  he was out of time. He didn’t come all of this way only to end up with nothing.

Jim shouldered open the door, stepping out onto the building as the last two guards stepped onto the chopper. Jim raised his weapon and fired at one of  the  men.  The  bullet  connected  with  the  leg  and  the  man  lost  his  grip, tumbling backward, the chopper continuing its take off, leaving one of their own behind.
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K erry was livid, beyond livid really, and even with their new suspect  in  custody,  she  couldn’t  believe  what  Jim  had done. She knew if she didn’t talk about it with him soon, it would fester. But now wasn’t the time, because there were too many prying eyes.

“So  this  is  it,”  Lieutenant  Mullocks  said  as  she  stepped  into  the building,  which  was  now  crawling  with  forensic  specialists  looking  for anything they could use as evidence and cataloging every single fiber they came across. “Anything turn up?”

“Not  yet,  ma’am,”  Kerry  answered.  “The  suspects  that  fled  the  area managed  to  depart  with  what  we  believe  was  the  company’s  financial information. But we’re still combing through what they left behind.”

Mullocks nodded and then focused a knowing eye on Kerry. “Anything else you’d like to tell me?”

Kerry knew the lieutenant was referencing Jim’s antics. She considered coming up with a story, but she knew the L-T could sniff out bullshit better than most.

“The situation was handled, ma’am,” Kerry said.

Mullocks  let  her  gaze  linger  on  Kerry,  but  she  retained  a  stoic expression. “You know, my old partner had an affinity for going the extra mile.  And  I  use  the  term  affinity  very  loosely.  In  reality,  it  was  probably more of an obsession. I’m sure that sounds familiar.”

“It does,” Kerry said.

Mullocks took a breath. “He was the best detective I’ve ever met. Hands down, no question asked. There wasn’t a case he couldn’t solve, and there

wasn’t anything he wasn’t willing to do to get it done. No matter the cost.

Some people are just hardwired like that.”

Kerry listened carefully. She knew how rare it was for the lieutenant to talk about her past. Like every other cop in the precinct, hell the city, Kerry knew about Mullocks’s exploits in the field. She knew the partner she was talking  about  was  Chase  Grant,  who  Kerry  always  considered  the  polar opposite of her own father.

“I  met  him  once,”  Kerry  said.  “Your  old  partner,  back  when  I  was working the street.”

A  shadow  of  a  smile  appeared  on  Mullocks’  face.  “What  did  you think?”

“He was focused, intelligent, and quiet,” Kerry said. “He seemed like a good detective.”

“He was,” Mullocks said. “And a dear friend.”

The  nostalgia  in  the  lieutenant’s  tone  was  unmistakable,  but  Kerry found this side of the lieutenant’s demeanor incredibly refreshing. Most of the time, she wore a mask of sarcasm and steel grit. And Kerry understood why. Despite all of the advancements the department had made in regards to equality,  it  was  still  very  much  a  man’s  world.  Kerry  had  been  forced  to build a front that was acceptable to her male colleagues. But the older she’d become, the less she cared.

“I’m sorry about what happened to him,” Kerry said.

“Me too,” Mullocks said.

Kerry glanced outside to the street where Jim was still standing next to the ambulance treating the gunman they apprehended.

“Jim reminds me of him,” Mullocks said.

Kerry nodded. “I can see that.”

Mullocks  positioned  herself  in  front  of  Kerry,  pulling  the  woman’s attention down toward her superior. “You need to figure out a way to pull him in. He can’t pull that kind of cowboy shit anymore. It’s the same kind of  trouble  that  put  Grant  in  the  hot  seat,  because  there  is  a  limit  to  the bullshit Command is willing to put up with, regardless of results. He can’t keep testing that limit.”

“I  know,”  Kerry  said.  “It’s  just  that  this  case  is  so  personal  to  him…

He’s too invested. And I know taking him off will only make him pursue it on his own. At least this way I can keep an eye on him.”

“Be  better  than  I  was  at  being  a  partner,”  Mullocks  said.  “Do  what  I couldn’t, and make him see what he cannot by himself. Okay?”

Kerry nodded. “I will.”

“Good,” Mullocks said. “I need to go and update the brass. They’re not thrilled about the officer being shot.”

“How’s he doing?” Kerry asked.

“He’s  stable,  but  he’s  going  to  be  out  of  commission  for  a  while,”

Mullocks said.

It  was  probably  the  best-case  scenario  they  could  have  asked  for  an officer involved shooting. So long as he made a full recovery.

“I want an update the moment you’re finished here,” Mullocks said. “I know the brass is going to start wanting to shape a narrative, and the longer we don’t have a suspect, the antsier they’ll become.”

“The moment I have something, you’ll be my first call,” Kerry said.

“Good.”  Mullocks  shook  her  hand  and  then  gestured  to  Jim.

“Remember what I told you.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

Kerry watched as the lieutenant headed off toward where the press had gathered,  and  some  of  the  local  precinct  captains  had  arrived.  The department was putting up a united front on the case, an order which had come down from the chief and the mayor.

Kerry  didn’t  envy  the  lieutenant  and  her  job  of  coordinating  with  the press. After what she had experienced growing up with her father and how the media branded her as some kind of co-conspirator, she had no love for them.

Kerry joined Jim by the ambulance, wanting to speak to him about the incident,  but  before  she  got  the  chance,  one  of  the  medics  from  the ambulance walked over. Blood covered his uniform and the gloves on his hands. He was a heavyset gentleman, and Kerry wasn’t sure if the sweat on his brow was from his physical condition or what he had to do to save the man’s life.

"He's  stabilized,”  the  paramedic  said.  “But  he’s  lost  a  lot  of  blood,  so he’s a little out of it.”

“Can we talk to him?” Kerry asked, glad Jim was keeping quiet.

“You  can,  but  we  don’t  want  to  keep  him  here  long,”  the  medic  said.

“We need to get him to the hospital for follow up.”

Kerry  didn’t  want  Jim  to  go  into  the  ambulance,  and  she  knew  she might  be  able  to  keep  him  out,  but  she  also  knew  he  was  a  hell  of  an interrogator,  and  right  now,  she  needed  him  inside  more  than  she  needed him to calm down.

“Have your guys step out for a minute,” Kerry said. “We need to talk to him alone.”

The paramedic glanced at Kerry and then to Jim, unsure if that was the proper protocol, but in the end, he acquiesced. “Whatever you say.”

Once  the  paramedics  were  out  of  the  back  of  the  ambulance,  Jim  and Kerry climbed inside, Jim shutting the doors behind him.

The gunman was on a gurney, his leg wrapped in fresh white bandages where he had been shot, and an IV hung nearby that fed fluids into his arm.

The sound of the doors shutting triggered him to lift his head, and when he saw Kerry and Jim, he grimaced.

“I’m not talking,” he said.

Kerry took a seat on the man’s right, while Jim sat on the left.

“You’re talking right now,” Kerry said. “We just need you to talk to us a little bit about what’s happening out here.”

Jim  remained  statuesque,  giving  the  gunman  a  thousand-yard  stare Kerry  had  never  seen  Jim  wear  before.  He  didn’t  look  like  himself,  and Kerry was surprised by how much it frightened her.

“I want my lawyer,” he said, lying still as he stared at the ceiling.

“And that is a right that is afforded to you,” Kerry said. “But it’s going to  take  some  time  before  we  can  get  you  in  front  of  representation,  what with your injury.”

“I’m fine,” he said.

“Are you sure about that?” Jim asked.

The comment pulled both Kerry and the gunman’s attention toward Jim, who continued to stare the gunman down.

“Or what?” the gunman asked. “You going to shoot me again?”

The tension was growing more palpable in the ambulance, and Kerry’s wariness was growing stronger about what Jim might do. And then, without warning, he grabbed hold of the gunman’s bandaged leg and squeezed hard, poking his finger through the bandage until he reached the wound.

The gunman’s response was both immediate and loud. He seized up for a moment, but then started to shake violently on the cot, struggling to peel Jim’s fingers off as he dug into the bullet wound.

“GAHH,  what  the  fuck!?  What  the  fuck!?”  The  gunman  jerked  and bucked in jackknife motions.

“Who do you work for?” Jim shouted, keeping pressure on the wound.

The gunman resisted for a moment, but it only lasted as long as it took for Jim to apply more pressure, and then the man caved.

“A military contractor!”

Jim relaxed the pressure slightly, and the gunman exhaled in relief.

“What’s the name of the contractor?” Kerry asked.

The gunman shook his head, catching his breath. “Jesus, I don’t—"

Jim  applied  more  pressure,  and  again,  the  gunman  seized  up  on  the gurney. “Answer the question!” Jim kept a firm hold on the wound, waiting a few more seconds before he allowed the gunman any relief.

Pale and drenched in sweat and panting, the gunman closed his eyes, a delirious  moan  escaping  his  lips  before  he  finally  answered.  “Walker Holdings.  Some  bigwig  wanted  us  to  make  sure  no  one  got  into  this building. It’s all I know. I’m only a grunt. I just go where they pay me to go.”

Kerry  grimaced,  disgusted  with  the  man  in  front  of  her.  “You  should have asked more questions.”

“All I know is what I’m told,” he said. “And my employers like to keep me in the dark. It’s a security measure.”

Kerry stood. “Thank you for your cooperation.”

Jim  stood  as  well,  reaching  for  one  of  the  paper  towels  to  wipe  the blood  from  his  hands.  Outside,  the  paramedics  had  gathered  around  the ambulance, staring at the detectives with a sense of fear.

“His bandages came undone,” Kerry said. “You’ll probably need to re-wrap them.”

The medics all exchanged a look and then said nothing as they returned to the ambulance. Once they were gone, Kerry turned to Jim, who watched as the ambulance disappeared down the road.

“We need to have Missy look up that company,” Jim said. “That’s not one we’ve run across yet. It could be our white whale.”

When Kerry didn’t answer, Jim looked to her, confused.

“What?” Jim asked.

“What you did was stupid,” Kerry said.

“The guy will be fine,” Jim said. “And it’s not like he didn’t deserve it.”

“I’m  not  talking  about  the  mercenary,”  Kerry  said.  “I’m  talking  about you  charging  into  a  building  that  ended  up  getting  an  officer  shot!  You could  have  been  killed.  You  could  have  gotten  other  people  killed.  You disobeyed a direct order from the lead investigator on the case. What you did wasn’t just out of line, it was insubordinate.”

Jim struggled to remain stoic, unable to conceal the shame on his face, but he remained stubborn. “If I hadn’t done what I did, then we would have nothing. I salvaged a lead.”

“You’re unbelievable, you know that?” Kerry tossed her hands into the air. “Jim, you and I are supposed to be partners on this. How many cases have  you  taken  the  lead  on  since  we’ve  been  partnered?  All  of  them.  I understand you’re under stress from the involvement with your family—”

“You don’t understand,” Jim said. “It’s impossible for you to understand because  you’re  not  the  one  going  through  it.  My  father  isn’t  like  yours, Kerry. My father was a good man. He wasn’t a criminal.”

It  took  every  ounce  of  Kerry’s  willpower  not  to  deck  him.  But  she wasn’t  going  to  let  the  comment  go  without  repercussions.  “You’ll  be working with Missy when we get back to the station.”

Jim flinched. “What?”

Kerry shrugged. “She needs help combing through the evidence we’ve compiled so far, and I can’t think of anyone better to help her.”

“You’re benching to me because I didn’t listen to you?” Jim asked.

“I’m  benching  you  because  you  disregarded  a  direct  order,”  Kerry answered.  “I’m  benching  you  because  you’re  a  danger  to  yourself  and everyone else working around you.”

Jim opened his mouth, his jaw slack as he struggled to find the words, but he decided to keep quiet.

Kerry  noticed  the  rift  opening  between  them,  and  while  it  was  her responsibility to put Jim in his place, she didn’t want their relationship to suffer.

“Jim,  listen,”  Kerry  said,  hoping  to  extend  an  olive  branch.  “I  don’t want to worry about you, but I’m officially worried. You can’t keep going off the rails like this. And this isn’t something that’s not just coming from me.”

“If I stopped pushing a case every time I made someone angry—”

“And what about me, Jim?” Kerry asked. “You’re making this harder on me  for  no  reason.  We  could  have  still  gathered  information  even  without

you  turning  into  Rambo  and  trying  to  shoot  down  a  helicopter.  There  are better ways we can handle this, and since I am lead investigator, you need to start following me on that front.”

Jim said nothing, only nodded.

Kerry  hoped  she  had  gotten  through  to  him,  but  as  she  watched  Jim glance back down the road where the ambulance had left, she wasn’t sure it worked.

Kerry didn’t know how to save someone from themselves. It was like trying  to  fight  your  way  out  of  quicksand.  The  harder  you  struggled,  the quicker you went down.
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J im knew Kerry was only doing her job, but he knew sitting on the  sidelines  with  Missy  wasn’t  where  he  belonged.  But  he had  turned  himself  into  a  liability,  and  deep  down,  he understood,  and  on  some  level,  even  agreed  with  Kerry’s decision. Still, he couldn’t ease his anger.

When they returned to the precinct, Jim braced for another lecture, but when he saw the media circus that had surrounded their building, he knew Kerry would have her hands full.

Reporters swarmed the interceptor and forced Kerry to a crawl as they slowly pushed their way through the sea of bodies.

“Do these people have a death wish?” Kerry asked.

Jim  faced  forward,  avoiding  the  direct  gaze  of  the  cameras  and questions.  He  knew  the  information  about  his  father  was  now  public knowledge,  and  he  wasn’t  in  the  mood  to  answer  any  personal  questions involving his family.

Once safely inside the precinct, Jim and Kerry met up with Missy, who told Kerry she had found something important.

“Domenic  Turner,”  Missy  said,  pivoting  the  screen  toward  Jim  and Kerry. “He’s a hedge fund manager and has his fingers in more pots than he knows what to do with.”

Jim studied the picture, noting the familiarity of the man’s eyes.

“Through a series of very-well hidden offshore accounts, I found Turner invested  in  Wayfair  Limited,”  Missy  said.  “And,  he  recently  did  business with  the  military  contract  firm  Walker  Holdings.  Though  it  was  for  a separate job.”

Kerry  frowned.  “Odd  for  a  hedge  fund  manager  to  invest  in  an accounting firm and hire mercenaries.”

Jim  studied  the  picture  of  Domenic  Turner  carefully.  Turner  shared several  physical  features  with  Charlie  Mills,  the  boy  who  had  allegedly burned  to  death  in  a  fire  over  thirty  years  ago.  The  hair  had  grayed,  but those eyes were too distinct. Too evil.

“We’ll pay him a visit,” Jim said.

“We  should  try  for  a  search  warrant,”  Kerry  said,  thinking  more  out loud than talking to Jim. “The DA is chomping at the bit to try and connect anyone, and this guy seems like he would be a very big fish to fry.”

“Maybe too big,” Jim said. “Where does he live?”

“Olympus Heights,” Missy answered.

“Yeah, so this guy is loaded,” Kerry said.

Olympus Heights was the designated area for the ultra-rich. The tippy-top  of  the  tippy  top.  The  one  percent  of  the  one  percent.  This  Domenic Turner was in the same leagues as Bill Gates and Warren Buffet.

“We’ll pay him a visit,” Jim said.

Kerry turned sharply toward Jim, eyebrows raised. “We will?”

Jim knew he was already on thin ice with Kerry. But while this might be her case, it was still Jim’s family on the line.

“The DA won’t go after this guy until we have hard evidence,” Jim said.

“And if he’s as cocky as I think he is, he’ll want to meet with us.”

“Psychopaths are like that,” Missy said. “Can’t get enough attention.”

Jim  watched  the  conflict  spread  over  Kerry’s  face.  She  didn’t  want  to admit that he was right, because she wanted to prove a point. But in the end, she finally relented.

“We’ll poke around and see what we can find,” Kerry said, then directed her attention to Missy. “In the meantime, I want you to compile everything you can find on this guy. If we decide to take this to the DA, then I want to make sure we’re prepared for what he’ll want.”

“On  it.”  Missy  was  already  clicking  away  at  the  keyboard,  her  long acrylic nails nothing but a blur of turquoise as she worked.

Jim  hung  back  while  Kerry  followed  up  with  the  other  detectives working the homicide case. He stood close enough to hear, but far enough away to give Kerry a sense of independence.

“We were able to connect the dead kid to Grace Benson,” Harold said.

“After she forged the documents, she dropped the kid off at one of the sex

houses. Someone else must have picked him up from there.”

“The  raids  should  be  finishing  up  soon,”  Kerry  said.  “Get  interviews with anyone they arrest from the location of where Benson dropped the boy off. We need to figure out how he got to the abandoned building where we found him dead.”

Both Harold and Bucky gave a thumbs up and dove back into the ever-mounting piles of files growing at the center of the desk.

Kerry didn’t talk on the way out to the car, and she remained silent on the  drive,  but  it  gave  Jim  time  to  think.  He  needed  to  find  a  connection between Turner and Charlie Mills.

Off the highway, Jim watched the houses transform into mansions, and he knew they had entered Olympus Heights. The decadent homes and cars that  filled  the  small  neighborhood  held  more  wealth  than  the  rest  of  the city’s  inhabitants  combined.  But  the  biggest  home  they  saw  belonged  to Domenic Turner.

A security team met them at the front gate, and after Kerry stated their business  and  both  badge  numbers  had  been  written  down  along  with  the license  plate  number  for  their  cruiser,  they  were  granted  entry  onto  the property.

The  place  was  incredibly  beautiful  and  elegant,  and  it  had  slightly thrown Jim off-kilter. It wasn’t common for someone plagued with the sick mind of a pedophile to have such refined taste, at least in Jim’s experience.

While  some  of  them  had  been  intelligent,  none  of  them  had  risen  to  the level of wealth, power, and influence as Domenic Turner.

Kerry  parked  the  car  next  to  the  front  doors,  and  both  Jim  and  Kerry stood with slack-jawed stares as they looked up at the five-story tall modern mansion in front of them.

The  entire  building  was  sleek  and  neat.  Nothing  looked  out  of  place, and  every  square  inch  of  surface  on  the  building  looked  as  though  it  had been polished before they arrived. It was immaculate. And the interior was equally impressive.

Jim  and  Kerry  were  escorted  into  the  building  by  one  of  the  house workers, an older gentleman who was bald and wore a fine suit (though not a butler’s tux) and moved about the house with authority.

The servant stopped outside a closed door. “Mr. Turner will be with you in a moment. You shall wait here until he arrives.”

“Is Mr. Turner not on the premises?” Kerry asked.

The  bald  man’s  expression  never  wavered  from  its  default  position  of apathetic. “Mr. Turner will be arriving shortly.” He opened the door, gave a slight bow, and gestured for Kerry and Jim to enter.

Once they were in the room, the door was shut behind them, and Kerry and Jim were left to wait for the billionaire.

The  room  looked  like  a  study,  and  one  wall  was  nothing  but bookshelves from floor to ceiling. The rest of the room was decorated with art and sculptures, everything simple but sophisticated.

“He’s  arrogant,”  Kerry  said,  walking  the  perimeter  of  the  room, stopping briefly to examine a bronze sculpture of a man wrestling a bull to the ground.

“Of course he is,” Jim said. “He’s probably one of the richest men in the world.”

“I’ll take the lead on questioning,” Kerry said, standing across the room from Jim, putting as much distance between the two of them as possible.

Jim nodded. “Fine.”

A faint buzzing sound pulled Jim’s attention toward the window, and as it grew louder, he walked over to find a helicopter heading inbound toward the property. Kerry watched from another window as the chopper landed in the  field  by  the  house,  and  a  grey-haired  man  in  a  navy  pinstripe  suit stepped out, surrounded by a handful of associates who walked quickly to keep up with him, all of them with phones or tablets in their hands.

“Busy guy,” Kerry said.

It was hard for Jim to get a good look at the man from the window, but already  he  sensed  something  on  him.  An  evil.  The  kind  of  evil  his  father had seen in the closet of his bedroom.

Not long after the chopper landed, Domenic Turner arrived in the study.

The door was opened for him, and he extended his hand to Kerry, who was the person closest to him upon entrance.

“You must be Detective Martin.” Turner shook Kerry’s hand firmly, and then  glanced  back  to  Jim,  who  had  remained  by  the  window.  “And  you must be Detective North.”

“Yes,” Kerry said, not bothering to wait for Jim to join her. “We were hoping to ask you a few questions about some of your business interests.”

“I’ve  been  told.”  Turner  offered  a  quick  nod  to  one  of  his  assistants, who extended a folder to Kerry. She took it with the hesitancy that someone might  use  when  offered  to  hold  a  snake.  “I  sold  my  shares  in  Wayfair

Limited  three  years  ago.  You’ll  find  the  details  inside.  I  haven’t  had  any dealings with them or their subsidiaries since.”

Kerry flipped through the folder handed to her by Turner’s assistant, but Jim studied Turner.

“And you happened to have those documents on hand?” Jim asked.

Turner fixed his dark eyes on Jim. “I pride myself on being efficient.”

The documents were meant to throw them off guard, and Jim knew it.

But while Kerry floundered at what to do next, Jim wasn’t going to waste the opportunity to speak with Turner.

“Where did you grow up?” Jim asked.

“Seattle,” Turner answered.

“Me too,” Jim replied.

Jim caught Kerry’s glare at him in his peripheral, but he continued.

“I  was  an  orphan,”  Jim  said.  “Bounced  around  quite  a  few  different places until I finally landed in a good home.”

Turner never flinched when Jim spoke. The man was cold as steel. Jim didn’t think there was anything that was going to faze the man. “Is there a point to this anecdote, Detective?”

“No,” Kerry answered. “We’ll be getting out of your hair.”

“I think you might know them,” Jim said, his tone growing colder and sterner. “Mary and Ray Swisher.”

It  was  the  slightest  glint  of  recognition  that  gave  Turner  away,  but  it vanished as quickly as it appeared.

“I’m afraid I’m not familiar with the names,” Turner said.

“Ray  Swisher  was  recently  arrested  on  charges  of  heading  a  child pornography  ring.”  The  announcement  came  from  one  of  Turner’s assistants,  and  she  showed  the  screen  of  her  phone  to  Mr.  Turner, presumptuously showing an article about Ray’s arrest.

Turner glanced at the phone only briefly. “I see. I’m sorry, but I don’t know him.”

“We apologize for any inconvenience this visit has caused you.” Kerry jumped in again, trying to salvage the conversation and get them out of the house without ruffling too many feathers. “If we need any more information from you, we’ll be sure to reach out.”

“This is a nice place,” Jim said. “I don’t think I’ve ever been in such an expensive house before. You’re not our usual clientele.”

“I’m sure I’m not,” Turner said.

Jim walked over to the nearest bookshelf, located a copy of the bible, and removed it. “Are you a God-fearing man, Mr. Turner?”

Turner sighed, feigning interest. “Not particularly.”

Jim skimmed the pages. “I visited a church recently. I hadn’t been in a long time.”

“And did you find what you were looking for?” Turner asked.

Jim  snapped  the  bible  close,  remembering  the  symbol  carved  into  the bark of the trees behind the church where the halfway house burned down.

“It set me on the right path.”

Turner flashed a toothless smile. “Well, if you’ll excuse me. I’m quite busy. I’ll have my people show you out.”

Turner pivoted and was out the door without a goodbye, leaving Kerry and Jim in the hands of one of the assistants who stayed behind.

“This  way  please,”  the  assistant  said,  once  his  boss  had  already disappeared from the area.

Jim ignored Kerry’s daggers and instead focused on the house. He knew there was something in here that would provide some amount of proof that Turner was the man he’d been searching for. He just needed to find it.

“Can  I  use  the  restroom  before  we  leave?”  Jim  asked,  stopping  in  the hall, which slowly forced both Kerry and the assistant to stop a few steps ahead of him.

The  assistant  grunted  in  annoyance  but  quickly  recovered  with  a courteous smile. “Of course.”

Jim made it one step after the assistant before Kerry grabbed his arm, pulling him close and whispering in his ear.

“Now isn’t the time to get crazy,” Kerry said.

Jim  knew  Kerry  didn’t  buy  the  ruse,  but  she  said  nothing  else  as  she released him.

Jim followed the assistant to the nearest bathroom, which was down a long corridor of halls, and the man gestured to the door. Jim stepped inside, and when he turned to close the door, he saw the assistant staying to wait.

Luckily, Kerry stepped up.

“I’m  sorry,”  Kerry  said.  “I  should  probably  go  too.  Is  there  another restroom?”

Jim  couldn’t  help  but  smile  as  he  shut  the  door,  and  the  assistant reluctantly led her to another bathroom away from Jim’s location.

Jim  waited  a  few  seconds  before  he  opened  the  door  and  found  the hallway  clear.  He  slipped  out  of  the  bathroom  and  started  his  search, heading upstairs.

Hallways led to other hallways lined with more rooms and closed doors than Jim had time to check. After a few minutes of wandering around, Jim knew  he  was  running  out  of  time  before  the  assistant  or  someone  came looking  for  him.  However,  refusing  to  leave  the  place  empty-handed,  Jim pressed  on  down  another  hallway,  and  something  finally  caught  his attention as he passed an open doorway.

Jim stopped, retreating back a few steps until his eyes focused on what had caught his attention. He stood there for a moment as though he were in a dream, but he was wide awake.

The fish tank took up nearly the entire wall. It was filled with different fish  and  other  marine  life,  along  with  several  decorative  pieces  for  the animals to swim around. Kelp, a sunken pirate ship and rocks, provided the marine life places to hide.

Several species were located in the tank, but Jim recognized three that had  been  on  Jen’s  autopsy  report  involving  the  maito-toxins.  They  were unusual-looking  creatures,  impossible  to  mistake  if  you  knew  what  they looked like.

“Finished with the restroom?” Turner’s assistant was in the doorway, his expression less than pleased.

Jim pointed to the tank. “I didn’t realize your boss was into fish.”

“Mr.  Turner  has  several  interests,”  he  said,  then  stepped  aside  in  the doorway and gestured for Jim to leave with his hand. “If you please?”

It  would  take  some  time  before  Jim  would  be  able  to  actually  prove those animals in the tank were the same ones used to extract poison to kill the  kid,  and  since  Turner  provided  documentation  saying  he  sold  the company responsible for the purchase of the buildings where they found the children, Jim would need to find another connection.

Kerry was already downstairs waiting for them when Jim was escorted down, and they said nothing else as they walked out of the building and into the  car.  But  Jim  made  sure  to  keep  an  eye  on  the  building,  staring  at  it through the rearview mirrors until it was completely out of sight from the road.

“I thought we agreed I was taking the lead?” Kerry asked.

Jim finally faced forward again as Kerry turned back onto the highway.

“And  I  let  you.  But  I  had  some  follow-up  questions  when  you  were finished.”

Kerry didn’t seem as angry as Jim thought she would be, and a part of that  made  him  worry.  She  sighed  and  then  rubbed  her  forehead.  “I  found something.”

Jim  looked  at  his  partner,  unable  to  hide  his  surprise  by  the  omission.

“What?”

“I knew you wanted to look for something, so after I finished with the bathroom,  I  had  a  look  around  too.”  Kerry  fished  her  phone  out  of  her pocket. “Take a look.”

Jim snagged Kerry’s phone and studied the picture on the screen.

“A Vigo Mortem painting,” Kerry said. “The same symbol we found on two of the kids.”

Jim  handed  the  phone  back  to  Kerry.  “Mr.  Turner  also  has  a  tank  of exotic and venomous marine life upstairs.”

“We’ll contact the DA, get a warrant, and then come back here to bring him in,” Kerry said. “We’ve got the bastard.”
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“Y es, sir, I’ll scan everything to you the moment we walk into the office,” Kerry said. “Thank you.”

Kerry hung up the phone as they returned to the precinct, Jim once again avoiding the cameras.

“Good news?” Jim asked.

“We’re just waiting on the paperwork,” Kerry said. “It’ll take some time before  we’re  able  to  gain  access  to  all  of  Turner’s  financial  records,  but we’ll be able to search the house no problem.”

Jim was glad the evidence was falling into place, but he couldn’t help but sense something else working against them. Turner seemed too smart to be  so  nonchalant  about  the  painting  and  the  marine  life,  unless  he  didn’t believe anyone would ever be able to trace those things back to him.

The  pair  entered  the  precinct  through  the  back  entrance,  finding sanctuary in the poorly-lit hallway that needed to have the lights replaced.

“We’ll  need  to  get  everyone  caught  up  to  speed,”  Kerry  said,  walking next to Jim on their way through the building. “I think it’ll be important to try and get everything as organized as—”

“Jim, Kerry.” The familiar voice that barked from behind them belonged to Lieutenant Mullocks. “I need a sec.”

“Sure,” Kerry said, and they headed over to the office.

Jim assumed the L-T wanted an update on the case, but when he turned the  corner  of  the  hallway  and  stepped  into  the  office,  he  was  surprised  to find the Police Chief waiting for them inside.

“Shut the door,” Mullocks said, already standing behind her desk.

Kerry  bid  as  she  was  told,  and  Jim  braced  for  whatever  hell  he  was about to encounter. It was never a good sign when the Chief of Police paid an  unexpected  visit  to  your  precinct  in  the  middle  of  a  high-profile investigation. It was rare such a visit was greeted with good news.

Chief Harwin was an older man, and if the rumors were true, he would be retiring soon. He was only waiting for the right moment to step down, and Jim suspected if this case went well and they managed to find out who was  involved  with  all  of  these  child  abductions  and  abuse  scandals,  then that would be a nice feather in his cap and a lasting legacy the chief would leave behind.

“The lieutenant has brought me up to speed,” Harwin said, his voice as slow as his movements. The man looked like he was about to dissolve into a pile of dust in his uniform. “I understand we’re no closer to identifying a suspect who is responsible for all of this.”

“Actually, sir, I believe we have one.”

Harwin’s expression didn’t change. “Who?”

“Domenic Turner,” Kerry answered. “He’s a hedge fund manager—”

“I’m familiar with Domenic Turner,” Harwin said, waving his hand in a dismissive gesture. “How the hell is one of Seattle’s richest men involved in this? He’s a businessman.”

The Chief spoke the word ‘businessman’ as if it were a get-out-of-jail-free card.

“Yes, well, we recently discovered he owned a company involved with the  acquisition  of  several  buildings  involved  in  our  investigation,”  Kerry said.

“He  owned  the  company?”  Harwin  asked,  scrunching  up  the  wrinkles on his face with skepticism.

Kerry  faltered,  stumbling  over  her  own  words.  “No,  well,  yes,  but  he sold the company three years ago.”

Harwin paused for a moment, and Jim knew she was losing him. “So, he didn’t purchase the buildings at the time of owning the company?”

“We’re not sure yet, but—”

“Detective,” Harwin spoke the word in a sigh, his tone exasperated, and the  chief’s  age  coming  through  when  he  finally  spoke  again.  “We  need results. Theories and ‘we’re not sure’ isn’t going to cut it. We have a child trafficking ring bigger than anything this city has ever seen. Do you know how  many  kids  were  recovered  from  those  raids?  Sixty.  Sixty  children.

Now, I have made sure you have the resources at your disposal needed to solve this case, and now I need you to deliver me the person responsible.

Understand?”

Kerry  nodded,  taking  the  dressing  down  with  as  much  poise  as  she could muster. “Yes, sir.”

Chief Harwin drew another breath, resetting himself, and turned toward the lieutenant. “I trust you’ll take care of the rest?”

“Yes, sir,” Mullocks answered.

“Good,” Harwin said.

Everyone  remained  standing  as  Harwin  exited  the  office,  closing  the door behind him.

“Lieutenant,  we  are  close  to  something,”  Kerry  said,  breaking  the silence. “We might not be able to connect the company and the purchase of the buildings to Turner, but we think we might be able to link the poisons used to kill the boy we found.”

Mullocks  was  quiet  for  a  moment,  Jim  unable  to  read  the  lieutenant’s expression. She had a hell of a poker face. “If you guys can’t close this case within the next twenty-four hours, the Chief is going to hand it over to the Feds.”

“What?” Kerry walked over to the desk. “Lieutenant, we can solve this.

We’ve already gained a lot of ground. You and I both know that time is the most important—”

“I understand your attachment to the case,” Mullocks said, raising her voice  during  the  interruption  before  bringing  it  back  down.  “But  Chief Harwin believes the Feds would be better equipped to handle the workload.

We’re  burning  through  a  lot  of  resources.  Plus,  we  leaned  heavily  on  the federal authorities for the raids.”

“So this is about money,” Kerry said.

“This is about finding the people responsible for hurting these children as quickly as possible,” Mullocks countered.

Kerry lowered her head, knowing this wasn’t going to be a discussion she could win.

Jim hung by the door, and for a moment, he thought that was going to be the end of things, but when he saw Mullocks make eye contact with him, he knew there was something else.

“Jim, you’re off the case,” Mullocks said.

The words were spoken so quickly and so deliberately that it took Jim a moment for him to register the news. And it was Kerry that actually spoke up for him first.

“Lieutenant,  I  don’t  think  that’s  a  good  idea,”  Kerry  said.  “We  only found the Domenic Turner lead because of Jim’s instincts, if we hadn’t—”

“This  decision  isn’t  coming  from  me,”  Mullocks  said,  keeping  her attention focused on Jim. “Command thinks you’re too close.”

“They think I’m a liability,” Jim said, countering with the truth.

“I’m sorry, Jim.” There was genuine empathy and regret in Mullocks’

voice. “You are not to engage in this case any further. Not professionally or personally. Now is a time for you to be with your family. They need you.

And I need you to stay out of trouble.”

A  part  of  Jim  believed  this  would  happen,  and  if  he  was  honest  with himself, he was surprised it had taken this long. “I understand.”

“Are you sure you understand?” Mullocks asked.

“Yes, ma’am.” Jim moved toward the door, reaching for the handle. “If you need anything, you can reach me on my cell phone. I’m going to see my mother.”

Before either Kerry or Mullocks could say another word, Jim was out of the door and moving quickly down the hallway. He was back at his desk by the time Kerry joined him.

“Don’t do anything stupid,” Kerry said.

Jim  collected  his  laptop  from  the  drawer  and  tucked  it  under  his  arm.

“I’m not.”

“I don’t believe you,” Kerry said.

Jim  shut  down  the  desktop  at  his  station  and  then  straightened  up, looking Kerry dead in the eye. “Just keep me posted on what you find, if you can, all right? I don’t want to be completely in the dark.”

Kerry studied Jim the same way Mullocks had, but with a more personal eye  than  the  lieutenant  had  used.  Despite  their  recent  disagreements  and friction, Jim and Kerry had grown close. Kerry had become the big sister he never  had,  and  Jim  suspected  he  became  the  younger  brother  she  never wanted.

“We’ve  come  a  long  way  since  when  we  were  first  paired  together,”

Kerry said. “Don’t throw it away over one case.”

“I don’t plan on it,” Jim said, which was the truth.

“Good,” Kerry said. “Just trust me on this, all right? I’m going to clear your family’s name.”

Jim  could  count  the  number  of  people  he  trusted  in  this  world  on  a single hand. And while he had only known Kerry a short amount of time, she had become one of those people. “I trust you.”

Kerry relaxed, and she nodded. “Good.”

Jim caught a few stares on his way outside, but he made sure to sneak out the side to avoid the rush of and flash of cameras waiting for him on the street. Jim climbed into his old Mazda, the sedan rusted with paint flecking off on nearly every surface. The original color had long since faded, but it still ran smooth.

Jim remained in his car for a moment, the engine idling, both hands on the steering wheel. He stared straight ahead.

Jim knew the lieutenant’s warning was serious, and he knew that if the order  was  coming  all  the  way  down  from  Command,  it  wasn’t  something that was meant to be tested. Because while Harwin might be on his way out, the one thing the man didn’t tolerate was insubordination. And with Jim’s track record working against him, he didn’t believe Chief Harwin would be forgiving in the slightest.

But  Jim  knew  he  wouldn’t  be  able  to  sit  on  the  sidelines,  and  deep down,  he  suspected  that  Mullocks  and  Kerry  both  knew  the  same  thing.

They  would  most  likely  put  a  car  on  him  to  watch  his  movements,  make sure he stayed out of trouble. But Jim didn’t plan on getting in trouble. He planned on solving the case.
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J im drove around for a while, checking his rearview mirror for anyone  that  might  be  following  him,  police,  reporters,  or otherwise,  but  he  saw  no  tail.  He  was  worried  that  reporters might  be  sitting  on  his  house,  hoping  to  get  a  scoop  on  the case or his family.

Jim would eventually go see his mother, but first, he needed to check on a few things. He needed to find a more concrete connection to Turner and the boy his family fostered. There was something he was missing, some key piece staring him in the face he just hadn’t found yet. He’d spend some time reviewing the evidence on his laptop at the house.

Home,  Jim  parked  in  his  driveway.  He  collected  his  laptop  and  then walked  to  the  front  door.  He  fished  out  his  keys  and  unlocked  the  door, pushing it inward with his shoulder.

The  blinds  were  open,  and  the  only  light  in  the  house  was  the  golden rays of the sunset piercing through the windows and illuminating the bare-bones style of his house.

It  was  a  small  place,  a  two-bedroom  one  bathroom,  and  since  it  was only him, it was more than enough for him to live. And because he spent most of his hours working, even when he wasn’t on the clock, he was only ever here to sleep.

It  was  rare  for  Jim  to  get  home  before  the  sun  went  down,  and  as  he stood  in  the  foyer  by  the  front  door  and  saw  the  interior  bathed  in  the golden rays of the sunset, he couldn’t help but notice how empty the house was. Because it was just a house.

It lacked the laughter and life Jim had experienced at the Swisher home.

He missed those days. Looking back, they were some of the happiest he’d ever known. But you never recognize the good times until they’re over.

Jim  had  convinced  himself  he  had  dedicated  his  career  in  law enforcement because he wanted to help people. But the truth was he needed something to occupy his time, something to keep his mind distracted from all of the trauma from his past he never fully worked through.

Ray and Mary Swisher had done the best they could with Jim, but some of the pieces they tried to glue back together just wouldn’t stick.

Jim  bowed  his  head  and  shut  his  eyes,  knowing  that  his  life  was  at  a crossroads. He had felt it coming for a long time where his personal life and his professional life would collide. He always believed he would be able to handle it, but now that he was in the thick of it, he wasn’t sure if he could.

A  case  like  this  had  consumed  other  good  detectives  throughout  the history of the police department. It was Jim’s hubris; he believed he could rise above all of this and beat it.

Jim  decided  it  was  best  for  him  to  take  a  shower  and  regroup,  and finally stepped off of the island of the foyer and moved into the house. But he only made it as far as the kitchen before he stopped, frozen in his tracks.

Domenic  Turner  sat  at  the  small  kitchenette  table  where  Jim  ate  the occasional meal. The billionaire was dressed in the same suit he had worn at  the  mansion,  but  there  was  something  different  about  him.  Something more primal, and Jim noted the man’s smile.

“Hello, Jim,” Turner said.

It all seemed like a dream at first. Jim wasn’t sure why or how the man had  gotten  inside  his  house,  unless  he  snuck  in  through  the  window,  or picked the lock at the front door and then relocked the door after he entered.

“You look surprised,” Turner said, the smile still plastered on his face.

“More confused,” Jim said, and slowly regained control of his faculties.

He still had his service pistol and badge on him, the lieutenant only taking him  off  the  case  and  not  taking  away  his  badge.  Jim  was  well  within  his rights  to  shoot  the  man,  but  killing  him  would  also  destroy  all  of  the answers he wished to learn.

Jim set his laptop on the counter and removed his jacket, exposing the pistol on his hip, which Turner didn’t even look at.

“I wanted us to have a more frank conversation,” Turner said, and then he gestured to the chair across from him. “Please.”

Jim glanced out to the backyard and then behind him, wondering where Turner stashed his cronies.

“No one will disturb us,” Turner said.

Jim  focused  his  eyes  on  Turner.  “I  could  arrest  you  for  breaking  and entering.”

Turner  nodded,  sighing.  “You  could.  But  where  would  the  fun  be  in that? I could just deny everything and cite your past indiscretions as reason enough for the charges to be dismissed. But of course, if you did that, then you would also lose your one chance to talk to me face to face.”

“I could always arrest you after,” Jim said.

Turner laughed. “It will be your choice.”

Jim  remained  where  he  stood,  weighing  the  options,  but  he  knew  he would listen to whatever the man had to say.

Jim  finally  joined  Turner  at  the  small  table,  the  setting  incredibly intimate  for  two  men  who  didn’t  know  each  other.  With  Turner’s  back  to the  window,  his  face  was  slightly  silhouetted,  making  it  harder  for  Jim  to see the entirety of the man’s expressions.

But even though Jim was farther away from Turner than he had been at the mansion, Jim somehow felt like he was closer to the man. Like he was seeing  the  man  for  the  first  time,  really  seeing  him,  and  that  Turner  was finally seeing Jim.

It was rare for Jim to run into someone whose gaze unsettled him, but the  longer  Jim  looked  Turner  in  the  eye,  the  more  he  became uncomfortable. It was like being under a hot spotlight, something Jim had never enjoyed.

“Well?” Jim asked, waiting for Turner to speak. “What did you want to tell me?”

Turner  smirked,  and  then  pointed  at  Jim.  “I’ve  been  following  your career for quite a while, Jim. You’re quite the detective.”

Jim’s  skin  crawled,  and  he  fidgeted  uncomfortably  in  his  seat.  Turner didn’t strike him as a man to bluff, so when he said that he’d been watching Jim, Jim believed it.

“And what’s so special about me?” Jim asked.

Turner leaned back in his chair, twisting to the left a little as he crossed his  legs,  but  keeping  his  eyes  on  Jim  the  entire  time.  “There  are  many things  which  are  special  to  you,  Jim.  You’re  a  unique  case  study  for  the

foster system. All of the trials and horrible things that happened to you in your life, and how you’ve been able to overcome them is remarkable.”

Jim focused on not squirming. The last thing he wanted was to give the man in front of him any indication that he was rattled. But Jim wasn’t sure he was successful. “You came all this way to tell me I’m good at my job?”

Turner tilted his head to the side, his smile widening. “I wanted to know what  turned  it  around  for  you.  After  everything  you  went  through:  the abuse, the neglect, the pain, all of it should have made you… bitter.”

“Shit happens,” Jim said.

Turner  laughed,  the  sound  like  nails  on  a  chalkboard.  He  wagged  a finger  in  Jim’s  direction.  “You  don’t  get  rattled  often.  I  admire  that  about you.”

Jim  leaned  forward.  “Then  let  me  tell  you  what  I  know  about  you.  I know you’re really Charlie Mills. I know you faked your death in that fire thirty years ago, and I’m going to prove it.”

Turner’s expression waned from lighthearted to sinister. “And you think you’re  going  to  save  your  family  by  bringing  me  down?  You  don’t  even know who your real family is. The Swishers are a placeholder for children too weak to survive.”

Jim  knew  he  had  the  right  person,  all  he  needed  was  a  confession.

“What  do  you  have  against  them?  Because  they  kicked  you  back  into  the system  after  you  cut  up  another  kid?  No  one  wanted  you,  Charlie.  Why single out the Swishers now? What does Rudy have to do with all of this?”

Turner  leaned  back  and  buttoned  his  jacket  closed.  “The  Swishers  set you on a path, Jim. And that path has caused you to save hundreds of lives.

You’ve  been  able  to  pieces  families  back  together,  and  now  you’re struggling with your own puzzle.” Turner uncrossed his legs and stood. “We have similar stories, Jim. We share a past and a connection that runs deeper than you realize.”

“So how did you do it?” Jim asked. “How did you fake your death?”

Turner  smiled,  this  one  stretching  wide  and  unnatural,  and  it  revealed his age. But more than that, when he smiled, it was like watching a mask come off. Turner wasn’t just someone who had disguised himself as a wolf in sheep’s clothing, but as a wolf in shepherd’s clothing.

Turner  leaned  back  into  his  seat  again,  folding  his  hands  onto  his  lap.

“Jim, I had wanted you to be something else, something grander, but I have to say it was worth the wait to meet you.”

Jim frowned. “What are you talking about?”

Turner chuckled. “You’ll find out soon enough.” He stood to leave, but Jim shot up out of his chair and unholstered his pistol, aiming it at Turner, who stopped and tilted his head to the side, shoulders slouched as he sighed.

“Jim, what are you doing?”

Jim held the weapon with both hands, squeezing the pistol so tight Jim’s knuckles  were  blanched.  He  did  his  best  to  hide  his  trembling,  but  it  was hard  for  him  to  keep  still.  His  heart  was  hammering  so  much  adrenaline through his body; he thought his heart might burst out of his chest.

“You’re not going to shoot me, Jim,” Turner said. “Put the gun down.”

Jim  denied  the  request  and  placed  his  finger  on  the  trigger.  “Why  are you doing this? Why now? Why my father? There must have been dozens of other lives you could have ruined.”

“Because I want to prove a point to you, Jim,” Turner said. “No matter how  hard  we  try,  no  matter  what  road  we  travel  in  life,  you  can’t  change your blood.”

Jim frowned. “My blood?”

Turner walked slowly toward Jim until the end of the pistol was pressed up  against  his  chest.  “You  have  anger  in  you,  violence  that  you  always attributed to the fact that you were raised by some very horrible people. But that  was  only  the  lie  that  you  told  yourself.  Because  deep  down,  you  felt that hate in your bones. It was written in you like your DNA. It’s always been there, and it’s going to be there for the rest of your life, and no amount of children you save, or how many cases you close, or how many lives you change is going to make it go away.”

Turner gestured to the house. “You live alone. You struggle to retain any real  relationships.  You  can’t  make  a  commitment  because  you  know  that any relationship you have will end the same way they always did when you were in the foster system. People will get hurt. Either you’ll hurt them, or they’ll hurt you, but it’s the only way it ends.” He placed his hands on his chest. “I understand that pain. Really, I do.”

Jim slowly lowered the weapon in his hands, unsure how this man who he had never met before, who he didn’t even know existed until a few hours ago, somehow knew Jim’s most intimate fears. “Who are you?”

Turner lowered his hands. “I’m your father, Jim.”

The  words  connected  to  Jim’s  chest  like  a  gunshot  and  he  stumbled backward until the wall stopped him, and then he lost strength in his legs

and he collapsed to the floor, dropping the pistol.

Turner remained standing, looking down at Jim. “I know you’ve always wondered about where you came from, Jim. I know how close you’ve come to  finding  out  the  truth,  but  I  also  know  how  frightened  you  were  to discover that truth.”

Jim  grew  short  of  breath,  his  heart  pounding  so  hard  in  his  chest;  he thought  he  was  having  a  heart  attack.  He  clutched  his  chest,  the  room spinning out of control, and he was unable to focus on anything specific in front  of  him,  and  the  world  blurred  into  smears  and  smudges.  “I  can’t breathe.”

“You’re having a panic attack,” Turner said. “It’ll pass soon. And when it does, I want you to come and find me. Because there is so much more for us to discuss.” He bent over and placed his lips close to Jim’s ear, his voice a whisper. “I’ll see you soon, son.”

Jim slowly collapsed to his right until he lay on his side, the cool tile of the  kitchen  floor  helping  to  ease  the  hot  flush  coursing  through  his  body.

His  body  was  drenched  in  sweat,  his  vision  still  blurred,  but  there  wasn’t anything  else  he  could  do,  and  it  was  Turner’s  voice  which  echoed  in  his mind as he blacked out.
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K erry hadn’t stopped working the moment Jim stepped out of  the  building,  but  she  was  constantly  distracted  by  the worry of her partner. Jim might have said he was fine, but she knew he was good at hiding his emotions.

“Kerry,”  Harold  said,  walking  over  to  her  with  a  file  in  hand.  “We managed to pull every building and piece of property we could find owned by Domenic Turner and his several dozens of companies, and so far none of those properties are associated with the locations in our case.”

Kerry sighed, knowing that if they were going to find something that it wasn’t going to be easy. “Shit. Missy, tell me you have good news?”

“Still nothing,” Missy answered, never taking her eyes off the screen in front of her.

Kerry walked over to the board, where they had constructed a physical timeline that comprised all three cases, the evidence, individuals involved, and potential suspects, which right now still included Domenic Turner.

With  the  amount  of  information  that  was  being  passed  between  the cases, the timeline took up the entire wall.

“Pretty soon that thing is going to spill over to the next room,” Lorne said, crossing his arms as he stood next to her.

“Yeah, and it’s not getting any easier to decipher,” Kerry said, taking a deep breath, knowing that if Jim was here, he would have already dissected the information and come up with a lead. But he wasn’t here, and it was up to her to solve the case.

“Turner is too smart of a businessman to leave a paper trail that would connect  him  to  any  of  the  properties  we  raided,”  Kerry  said,  and  then  a

thought pricked her head. “The children.”

“What about them?” Lorne asked.

“Maybe  Turner’s  connection  is  through  the  children,”  Kerry  said.  “He had  the  Vigo  painting  with  the  symbol  at  his  house,  and  we  have  at  least two children with that same mark.”

Kerry located the files for both Barry Smith, the boy who was poisoned, and  Claudia  Holt,  one  of  the  children  used  in  the  kiddie  porn  ring.  She scanned both files quickly, looking for birth certificates, but found neither.

“Closed  adoptions,”  Kerry  said.  “Both  of  them.  Parents  didn’t  want their identities revealed to the kids.”

“I might be able to help with that,” Missy said, and then quickly typed away on her laptop.

Kerry and the other detectives gathered around Missy’s chair, everyone praying they could find something before their time with the case was up.

“Here  we  go,”  Missy  said.  “Both  children’s  documents  were  ordered sealed by Judge Warner. If we can get him to open them up for us, we might be able to see who their parents are.”

“I’ll  make  the  call,”  Kerry  said,  but  just  before  she  reached  for  her phone, she turned back to Kerry. “Look up to see what judge ordered Rudy Montgomery’s birthing documents sealed.”

“Hmm,” Missy said, those nails clicking away on the keyboard. “That would also be Judge Warner.”

Knowing she was onto something, Kerry found Judge Warner’s number, and after a quick conversation with his secretary, she was put through. She had  testified  in  Warner’s  court  a  few  months  ago,  and  the  pair  had established  a  good  enough  relationship  for  Kerry  to  feel  confident  she would get what she needed.

It was one of Jim’s recommendations when she first became a detective.

To  do  their  job  effectively,  he  had  told  her  that  it  was  important  to  make sure she knew people on the other side of the law. Everyone was supposed to be on the same side, and while they didn’t always agree on methods or the best way to go about their respective positions, at the end of the day, the only thing that mattered was putting the bad guys away.

Kerry  had  the  phone  to  her  ear  before  she  reached  the  lieutenant’s office, and Judge Warner picked up the phone as she poked her head inside.

“Yes?”  Warner’s  voice  was  gruff  and  abrasive  over  the  phone,  which reflected the man’s overall demeanor. But it was only a front, a way for the

man to keep a distance between himself and the people around him.

“Judge, it’s Detective Martin,” Kerry said, pacing in short bursts inside Mullocks’s office, who had risen from her chair the moment Kerry entered.

“Martin,”  Warner  said,  some  of  the  abrasiveness  waning.  “I  was wondering when you were going to call. I’ve been watching the news. What do you have for me?”

“Sealed  birthing  documents  for  three  children,”  Kerry  said.  “Barry Smith.  Claudia  Holt.  Rudolph  Montgomery.  I  need  to  see  what’s  in  those files.”

Warner paused. “And you need to see them because…”

“Rudolph  Montgomery  was  the  child  who  was  reported  missing belonging  to  Ray  and  Mary  Swisher,”  Kerry  answered.  “The  same  child who led us to the dead boy, Barry Smith, which led us to the children we found  used  in  the  kiddie  porn  ring,  one  of  whom  was  Claudia  Holt.  Both Holt  and  Smith  share  the  same  strange  marking  on  the  inside  of  their  left ankle. I can’t confirm this, but I would also believe Rudy Montgomery has the same marking.”

Warner  was  quiet  again  for  a  little  bit,  and  then  there  was  some grumbling  on  the  other  end  of  the  line.  “You  do  understand  that  this  is pretty thin.”

“I understand, sir,” Kerry said. “But I need to see if one of our suspects is connected to those children.”

Warner  grumbled  again,  and  Kerry  couldn’t  tell  which  way  he  was leaning in regards to giving in to her request.

“All right,” Warner said. “I’ll have the documents pulled from Records.

Shouldn’t take long.”

“Thank you, sir.”

The call ended, and Kerry fist-pumped the air as she spun around to find her lieutenant standing behind her.

“Care to share?” Mullocks asked.

“I might be able to connect Turner to three of our kids,” Kerry said.

Mullocks  didn’t  react  as  happy  as  she  thought  she  would,  remaining stoic  and  reserved.  “And  you  think  whatever  is  in  those  documents  is enough to get a warrant for Turner’s arrest?”

“I think it’s a step in the right direction.” Kerry was trying to lowball the situation, but she knew that this was a snowball lead. Once they were able

to tie one of those children to Turner, it was only a matter of time before they connected the other dots. They were close.

“All right,” Mullocks said, falling back into her chair. “Keep me posted and—Jim?”

Kerry  turned  around,  surprised  to  find  her  partner  poking  his  head inside the lieutenant’s office. “What are you doing here?”

Jim entered with a level of trepidation, and Kerry realized how hesitant he looked. It was like he was a kid afraid to tell his parents that he had done something wrong.

Kerry  walked  to  him  and  placed  a  hand  on  his  arm.  He  was  freezing.

“Jim, what’s wrong?”

Jim  was  shaken,  his  complexion  pale  and  clammy.  He  was  also trembling.

Concerned, Kerry grabbed Jim by the arm and led him to another room where  they  could  speak  in  private.  “What  are  you  doing  here?  God,  you look like you’ve seen a ghost.”

Eyes  wide,  Jim  looked  up  at  Kerry,  his  voice  hardly  a  whisper.  “It’s him.”

Kerry frowned, shaking her head. “It’s who?”

“Turner,” Jim answered.

“I  think  you’re  right,”  Kerry  said.  “We’re  working  on  a  lead,  but  you need to go home—”

“Turner’s my father,” Jim said.

Kerry  wasn’t  sure  she  heard  the  words  correctly  at  first.  “How  is  that even possible?”

Jim  shook  his  head,  unable  to  shake  the  dazed  look  from  his  face.  “I don’t know.”

While they hadn’t been partnered for very long, Kerry had never seen Jim like this. He was broken, lost, confused. He had always been the anchor in their partnership, always grounding the two of them and anyone else that was working the case, but now he was adrift, and it was Kerry who needed to step up and make sure he didn’t fade away.

“Was he able to prove it?” Kerry asked, trying to approach this from a different  angle.  “Did  he  show  you  documentation,  photographs?  Did  he mention any names or places where he could have known you?”

Jim stared off into the distance, a glazed expression in his eyes, and he shook his head again, his motions slow along with his speech pattern. “No.

He didn’t show me anything.” He scrunched his face in concentration and then looked Kerry directly in the eye. “But it’s true. I know it is.”

Kerry knew Jim always had a bit of a sixth sense when it came to trying to solve cases. He always told her it was simply sharpening his observation skills,  but  Kerry  always  believed  there  was  something  else  involved  with Jim’s ability to close the case.

“There’s no reason for him to lie to me about it,” Jim said, trying to find a reasonable explanation to how he knew Domenic was his father. “Unless he was just trying to get into my head. Psychopaths enjoy doing that, so it wouldn’t be completely insane for him to do such a thing.”

“You did the right thing coming to tell me,” Kerry said, hoping that the show of positive reinforcement would help smooth things over. “And now you need to go home and be with your family. Your real family. I’ll have a

—”

Kerry’s phone rang and she saw Judge Warner’s number on the screen.

She answered.

“This is Martin,” she said.

“The documents should be in your inbox,” Warner said. “Amazing how technology  can  speed  up  the  judicial  system.  I  wish  we  had  this  type  of technology years ago.”

“Thank you, Judge,” Kerry said.

The moment the call ended, Kerry switched to her inbox and opened the file.  There  were  several  documents  that  had  been  sealed  for  all  three children, but Kerry managed to find the only thing that mattered. A name.

Domenic Turner was listed as the individual who requested the seal of all three documents. He wasn’t listed as the father, but Kerry knew it was enough of a connection to get a warrant.

It  should  have  been  a  joyous  moment,  but  when  Kerry  looked  at  Jim, she realized how much pain he was in.

“Jim, I…” Kerry knew there wasn’t anything she could say to make him feel better. “I’ll get you a ride home.”

Jim  nodded.  “Okay.  Thanks.”  He  slowly  walked  back  out  into  the hallway and disappeared into the precinct.

Kerry  resisted  the  urge  to  sprint  to  catch  up  to  him,  knowing  that  the most  important  thing  she  could  do  was  to  get  Domenic  Turner,  have  him confess, and solve the case.
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I t was a hectic two hours for Kerry and the rest of the team as they gathered all of the needed evidence for the search warrant for Turner’s house.

The show of force the lieutenant had coordinated for Turner’s arrest was larger than anything Kerry had ever been a part of in her career. It seemed the higher-ups wanted to make a statement by having the dozens of police vehicles,  SWAT  members,  and  helicopters  called  in  to  make  the  arrest, which was incredibly underwhelming.

Upon their arrival, Domenic Turner already had a team of lawyers with him. And as his legal team looked over the warrant, Kerry placed the cuffs on Turner herself and escorted him to the squad car.

“Quite  a  lot  of  fuss  over  me,”  Turner  said,  noting  the  massive  police presence on his property.

“We wanted to make sure we had all of our bases covered,” Kerry said, her tone stiff and angry as she escorted Turner past the lines of officers who were watching him like a hawk.

“And  you’re  sure  you  have  all  of  your  basis  covered?”  Turner  had  a playful note in his voice, which irked Kerry.

Detective  Harold  opened  the  cruiser  door,  and  Kerry  placed  Turner inside.  But  before  Harold  closed  the  door,  Turner  looked  up  to  Kerry, smiling.

“Where is Jim?” Turner asked.

Kerry  couldn’t  hide  the  tremor  that  rippled  through  her  body,  and  she hated she showed any sign of weakness in front of the piece of scum. But

she  wasn’t  going  to  give  him  the  satisfaction  of  a  response,  and  she slammed the door in his face and turned to Harold.

“Take  down  anything  he  says,”  Kerry  said.  “I  don’t  care  if  it’s  a comment  about  the  weather.  Every  word  that  comes  out  of  his  mouth,  I want on the record. And make sure you cross all your Ts and dot all your Is.

I don’t want anything for his lawyers to use against us.”

Harold nodded. “You got it.”

Kerry  stayed  and  watched  the  cruiser  leave,  waiting  until  the  vehicle had moved past the field of reporters that had followed them to the mansion and was out of sight.

Kerry returned to the house and saw the forensic teams already working through the rooms, turning over every piece of furniture, logging every item inside. She plucked one of the techs from his assignment and instructed him to follow her.

Kerry wanted to make sure the two big pieces of evidence they found in the  house  earlier,  the  fish  tank  and  the  Vigo  painting,  were  tagged  and bagged immediately.

But  when  Kerry  brought  the  tech  to  the  living  room  where  she  had found the painting, it was gone.

“No,” Kerry said, whispering.

Leaving  the  tech  confused  in  the  living  room,  Kerry  sprinted  up  the staircase to the fourth floor where Jim had found the fish tank. And while it was still in the room, it was empty. Completely drained.

Kerry stood in the doorway, having been the only person who made it up  the  stairs  first,  and  then  was  forced  to  move  out  of  the  way  when  the next forensic team arrived and entered the room.

The  tech  glanced  around,  setting  his  equipment  down.  “What  do  you want us to catalog in here?”

Kerry did nothing but stare at the empty tank, her jaw slightly askew.

“Detective?” The tech asked, his voice rising an octave.

Kerry cleared her throat. “I want everything you can tell me about that tank.  That  is  a  priority.  Understand?”  Her  tone  was  sharper  than  she intended, but she couldn’t stop the rage that was slowly creeping into her voice.

“Got it.”

It took hours for the techs to comb through the house, but aside from the empty fish tank, they found nothing incriminating.

“The place is spotless,” the tech said. “We collected what few fibers we could,  but  we  won’t  know  what  we  have  for  sure  until  we  check  them against the victims in the cases.”

Kerry  doubted  Turner  was  stupid  enough  to  bring  any  of  the  children that  he  was  in  charge  of  trafficking  here,  but  the  man  was  incredibly arrogant. It wasn’t out of the realm of possibility that he was a pedophile himself and had some of the children brought to him for his own desires.

Kerry figured that a place this size and a man with as much money as Turner  had  probably  owned  some  level  of  security,  and  there  had  to  be cameras  around.  She  reached  for  her  radio.  “This  is  Detective  Martin,  I need to know if we’ve found any security cameras on the premises of some sort of security center where the hard drives are stored.”

“I found the security room, but all of the data files have been wiped,”

Missy said. “We might be able to salvage some of it back at the lab, but it’s a long shot.”

Kerry  bowed  her  head,  glancing  at  the  formidable  force  combing through  the  residence  with  some  of  the  best  forensic  equipment  on  the market. But all she could think about was Turner’s calm demeanor, and the missing painting.

JIM WATCHED Domenic Turner on the television as he arrived at the police precinct. He was on every news channel, and what Jim noticed more than anything was the smile Turner had plastered on his face as he was escorted into the station.

The man was soaking up the spotlight, making jokes with the reporters on his way inside, and telling everyone that this was a big misunderstanding and that everything would be sorted out very soon.

The only thing more infuriating than the man’s arrogance was the fact that  the  news  reporters  continued  to  list  all  of  the  good  deeds  done  by Turner  in  the  Seattle  community  over  the  years.  He  was  touted  for  his charity and philanthropic endeavors, most notably his work with children.

The entire charade was impressive, and if Jim hadn’t been so disgusted, he  would  have  been  impressed.  But  deep  down  beneath  the  anger  and indignation, buried way beneath all of his hate, was his fear.

Fear  of  being  connected  to  someone  so  heinous,  someone  so  evil.

Because  when  Turner  came  to  visit  him,  he  understood  exactly  what  the man was saying about the pain and the anger that consumed Jim’s bones.

Jim  had  always  been  an  angry  boy,  and  that  anger  had  driven  him  to make terrible decisions growing up. He had always blamed the anger on his situation though, never considering that it radiated from within, instead of the other way around.

Jim shut his eyes, his mind already spinning from the prospect of going back into the memories of his youth.

He  stood,  pacing  the  kitchen  where  he  and  Turner  had  their conversation only hours ago. The sun had set, and the only glow of light in the  house  came  from  the  television  in  the  living  room.  He  hadn’t  even noticed how dark it was, his mind swimming with the uncomfortable truth he was forced to face.

If  Turner  was  Jim’s  father,  that  meant  it  would  become  public knowledge  soon.  And  the  moment  it  hit  the  airwaves,  his  life  would  be changed forever.

Jim stopped his pacing, knowing that he wasn’t going to be able to rest until he had answers, and he wasn’t going to find them here.

Leaving  the  television  on  the  news,  Jim  grabbed  his  keys  and  left  the house, not even bothering to lock the door.

Traffic was heavy, but Jim sped through it quickly, weaving around cars, running yellow and red lights. He didn’t care about the traffic violations.

The  precinct  was  an  even  bigger  circus  than  depicted  on  the  news.

There  were  even  the  big  national  boys  on  the  scene,  which  meant  that Seattle was about to become the hot topic of the minute, and Jim knew it wasn’t the kind of exposure the city’s political figures were looking forward to trying to make people forget.

Because he didn’t want to draw attention to himself, Jim parked a few streets  down  and  then  walked  back  to  the  precinct.  He  was  able  to  sneak through a hole in the back gate, avoiding the media altogether.

Jim managed to sneak his way through the back door, and he found the inside of the precinct was just as chaotic as the outside.

The only good thing about having the place crammed to the brim was that no one noticed Jim as he pushed his way through the crowd. He knew Turner was brought here because he saw it on the news. He needed to find Kerry.

When he finally reached their desks, he found both empty, but it wasn’t until  he  heard  the  shouts  of  a  man  near  the  back  where  the  cells  were located that he realized what was happening.

“Make way! Make way!”

The entire crowd of officers fell silent, and Jim saw the parting sea of blue  off  to  the  left  as  three  men  dressed  in  finely-tailored  suits  ushered  a smiling Turner through the cops on their way out to the front door.

As Turner moved closer to the exit, the silence ended and was slowly replaced by murmurs. Every officer in the precinct couldn’t understand why Turner  was  being  let  go  after  such  a  high-profile  arrest,  but  that’s  exactly what was happening.

Using the moment to make some progress, Jim pushed his way through the  crowd  until  it  opened  up  to  the  pathway  that  had  been  cleared  for Turner. It was here he saw Kerry and Mullocks.

“Jim, what are you doing here?” Kerry asked.

Mullocks said nothing, her eyes setting fire to the backs of the suits of the lawyers that were leading Turner outside toward the press.

“We let him go?” Jim asked.

Again Mullocks remained silent and then returned to her office.

Kerry  grabbed  Jim  by  the  arm  and  pulled  him  back  into  Mullocks’s office, where the lieutenant was pacing back and forth, head down with her hands on her hips.

Kerry shut the door, making sure they could speak in private. “We need to go above someone’s head here, Lieutenant.”

Jim glanced between the pair of women, trying to piece together what happened.

It  was  rare  Jim  ever  saw  the  lieutenant  truly  upset,  but  when  she slammed  her  foot  into  the  desk  and  pounded  both  of  her  fists  onto  the surface, Jim knew Mullocks was struggling.

Kerry  and  Jim  remained  quiet,  waiting  for  Mullocks  to  regain  her composure, and she eventually collapsed into her chair and slowly placed her hands on the desk.

“The  Mayor  already  made  the  call  to  the  governor,”  Mullocks  said.

“Unless forensics finds anything, which I doubt they will, the man is free to go.”

“The governor?” Jim asked. “He can’t even pardon people until they’ve been in trouble.”

Mullocks  gave  Jim  a  death  stare.  “The  DA  said  we  don’t  have  the necessary  evidence  to  prosecute.  He  says  that  Turner  being  the  biological father of Rudy Montgomery—”

“Rudy is his son too?” Jim asked and then stumbled backward, the wall stopping him from collapsing to the floor.

Mullocks frowned. “What do you mean ‘his son too?’”

Jim  hadn’t  realized  Kerry  had  kept  his  omission  secret,  and  a  small piece  of  him  was  thankful  for  that.  But  there  was  no  sense  in  keeping  it hidden now. “Turner is my biological father.”

“Christ.” Mullocks rubbed her face.

“The  guy  is  guilty,  Lieutenant,”  Kerry  said.  “I  just  need  a  little  more time—”

“Time’s up, Detective.” Mullocks looked up at Kerry. “FBI is in charge of the case now, and after the resources we’ve already used on this case, I doubt they’ll investigate Turner any further.”

“So that’s it?” Kerry asked. “He walks?”

“Yes,” Mullocks answered. “He walks.”

Before  Kerry  or  the  lieutenant  noticed,  Jim  walked  out  of  the  office alone  and  then  staggered  down  the  hallway  through  the  still-crowded precinct. He didn’t notice the stares on the way past, and he remained lost in his own thoughts. He kept thinking that he would wake up from the dream and everything would be fine. But as Jim stepped out into the cool night air, he was granted no such peace.

Numb from the situation, it wasn’t until the sixth buzz in his pocket that he  realized  his  phone  was  ringing.  When  he  examined  the  screen,  the number was blocked, but he already knew who was calling him.

“Where are you?” Jim asked.

Turner  laughed.  “Already  knew  it  was  me,  huh?  Of  course  you  did.

You’re smart like your old man.”

Jim’s stomach turned. “What do you want with me?”

“I  want  us  to  finish  our  conversation,”  Turner  answered.  “Meet  me  at the Swisher house. Come alone. I’ll know if you don’t.”

The  call  ended,  and  Jim  slowly  lowered  the  phone  from  his  ear.  He knew  he  should  tell  Kerry,  but  he  also  didn’t  think  Turner  was  bluffing about repercussions if he didn’t come alone.

This was his mess. And Jim planned on cleaning it up himself.
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I t didn’t take long for Jim to arrive at his parents’ house. He arrived on autopilot, his mind still swimming with the questions he desperately wanted answered.

Jim  saw  no  other  vehicles  around,  not  even  his  mother’s  car.  He  had tried calling her on the way over, but he wasn’t surprised she didn’t answer.

It must have been Turner’s doing.

Throughout  Jim’s  police  career,  he  couldn’t  remember  the  number  of times he approached a suspect’s house or as part of a team that was going to infiltrate a gang and be a part of a raid, and in all of those instances, he had never  been  worried  about  what  might  happen  to  him.  He  had  never  been afraid. His adrenaline might have been pumping, and he was aware of his surroundings, but he never trembled, never shook. He maintained a steady hand throughout the entire operation, able to react efficiently and succinctly to anything and everything that might have been coming his way. He was able to react and respond to the unexpected with ease.

But  the  closer  Jim  moved  to  the  house,  the  more  his  entire  body  was coated in a thick sheen of sweat. Fear pricked the hairs on the back of Jim’s neck, and his flesh broke out in goose bumps. He was hot and cold at the same time. His thoughts raced with the possibility of the unexpected, but he wasn’t able to focus on any one thing in particular. They raced through his mind, coming in and out of focus so quickly he thought his head was going to spin off into the unknown. He had never felt this weak in his entire life. It was  like  his  bones  had  been  hollowed  out,  and  they  would  shatter  under even the slightest amount of pressure.

Light glowed from the windows of the house, but the blinds had been drawn, muting most of the illumination. Jim stood on the sidewalk, staring up  at  the  only  home  he’d  ever  truly  known,  and  realizing  that  Turner wanted nothing more than to burn it down.

Jim had come armed, and he held his pistol at his side as he walked up the  steps.  He  almost  raised  his  hand  to  knock  on  the  front  door,  but  then turned  the  handle  and  found  it  unlocked.  He  opened  the  door  and  was bathed by the light from inside.

Once  his  eyes  adjusted  to  the  light,  Jim  slowly  lowered  his  hand, remaining on the outside as the interior of the house came into focus.

Jim remained in a half-trance as he stepped inside. Normally he would have  already  formulated  a  plan  of  how  to  capture  Turner,  but  his  thought processes  were  interrupted  by  the  constant  realization  that  his  biological father was a psychopath.

Of all the scenarios that Jim had worked through in his head, that was the least possible of everything he had considered. And now the man he had been  searching  for  his  entire  life  had  found  him,  and  it  had  come  at  a terrible cost.

The  questions  of  Jim’s  past  had  haunted  him  as  far  back  as  he  could remember.  Even  when  he  was  a  little  boy,  lying  on  a  cot,  or  the  floor,  or wherever he could find a reasonably safe place to sleep, he would stare up at the ceiling and imagine who he really was.

And now Jim finally knew.

It  was  quiet  inside  the  house,  and  Jim  only  had  to  walk  as  far  as  the living room before he found Turner with his mother.

Mary sat on the couch, her posture stiff and rigid, and Turner sat on one of the armchairs across from her.

“Jim,” Mary said, her voice a whisper.

Turner spread his arms wide, gun in his right hand, and smiled. “So glad you could make it. I was starting to think you wouldn’t come.”

Jim looked to his mother. “Are you all right?”

Mary nodded. “Jim, there’s—”

Turner quickly stood from the chair and pressed the gun’s barrel against Mary’s  forehead.  “That’s  enough,  Mother.  We  don’t  want  to  spoil  the surprise.”  Turner  looked  at  Jim,  gesturing  to  his  gun.  “I  see  you  came prepared. It’ll be interesting to see how this plays out.”

“Let her go,” Jim said, gun still at his side.

“Oh, I don’t think so,” Turner said, keeping the weapon pressed against Mary’s  head.  “Mother  and  I  have  been  having  such  a  wonderful  time catching up. You know, I might not have lived here for very long, but I have such  strong  memories  of  this  place.”  He  glanced  around  the  living  room before his eyes settled on Jim. “I wonder if we shared the same room?”

Jim took one step into the living room and then stopped. He had never felt  so  helpless  before.  He  always  had  the  answer,  always  had  a  way  out.

But Jim couldn’t find his way out of this.

“You’re  awfully  quiet,”  Turner  answered.  “Aren’t  you  supposed  to  be interrogating me?”

Jim swallowed, his throat and mouth dry. “Why are you doing this?”

“I  suppose  that’s  a  good  place  to  start,”  Turner  answered.  “I  saw  the same horror you did going through the foster care system, Jim. But instead of running from it, I embraced it. I found my peace in killing and maiming living  things.  It  made  me  feel  in  control  in  this  out-of-control  world.  But unfortunately, that kind of behavior isn’t considered normal. Or legal.”

Jim slowly latched on. “So you decided to start over.”

“Exactly!” Turner said. “The fire at the halfway house was my rebirth.

It wasn’t hard finding another body that looked like me. What was difficult was pulling out the teeth after I killed him. It’s harder than it looks. Once Charlie Mills was dead, so was his nefarious history. But my thirst for blood didn’t end with Charlie’s death. And the only way I knew I would be able to continue my… hobbies, would be if I was rich and powerful enough to keep everything covered up. And so began the capitalistic endeavors of Domenic Turner.”

Jim remained stoic save for the random twitch of the muscles around his eyes. “Why the sex houses with children?”

“Because  I’m  not  the  only  individual  in  this  world  with  perversions,”

Turner said. “And it allowed me to pick and choose the children I wanted to torture.  That  was  something  I  never  outgrew.  I  tried  killing  adults,  but  it lacked a certain…” Turner swayed from side to side, searching for the right word. “Innocence.”

“You’re a monster,” Mary said.

“Yes,” Turner said.

“The Tall Man,” Jim said. “You think you’re him.”

“I did always enjoy that story,” Turner said. “The half-man, half-demon who scoured the rooms for orphans, searching for the right one to ease his

bloodlust.  I’m  glad  to  hear  the  story  still  makes  the  rounds.  I  know  I personally tell the story to any child I pluck from their beds at night.”

Turner smiled and Jim shivered, unable to hide the convulsion. It made him feel weak in front of Turner, but he had never felt so exposed before.

“Now,  let’s  focus  on  the  present,  shall  we?”  Turner  asked.  “Because that’s  why  we’re  all  here.  You  see,  Jim,  I  had  never  considered  myself  a father figure. And you happened to be a by-product of my foray into carnal delights.”

Jim said nothing and was unable to raise his weapon. For the first time in a very long time, he was actually afraid. He blinked and then wiped away some  sweat  from  his  brow  before  it  rolled  into  his  eyes.  “I  don’t understand.”

Turner frowned in disappointment. “And I thought you were supposed to be such a good detective, Jim. But I have to say you’ve been a bit of a disappointment  through  all  of  this.  I  mean  I  practically  took  you  by  the hand and led you to me.”

Unable to maintain his poker face, Jim wore his thoughts on his sleeve.

“You wanted me to find you?”

“Of course I did,” Turner answered. “Do you have any idea how many times I almost reached out to you? You have a remarkable mind, Jim.”

Turner looked to Mary and grimaced.

“But then these people ruined you,” Turner said.

Jim didn’t know why, perhaps it was Mary’s pained expression, but Jim began to find his footing. “If this was about me, then why bring everyone else into it? Why not just go after me?”

“Well,  Jim,  that’s  where  I  think  you  have  a  misunderstanding  of  your role,” Turner answered. “You see, you’re not the only child that I sired. Isn’t that right, Rudy?”

Jim turned around and saw Rudy with a pistol gripped with both hands, his eyes wide with fear and anger.

“You don’t have to do this, Rudy,” Jim said, watching the boy carefully.

“I do,” Rudy said, his eyes wet and his cheeks reddened. “I don’t have a choice. It’s who I am.”

“Is that what he told you?” Jim asked, pointing to Turner. “You’re not him, Rudy. Trust me.”

“You are my son, Rudy,” Turner said. “More of a son than any of the children I sired. That’s why I picked you.”

Jim  turned  to  Turner.  Slowly,  the  pieces  were  coming  into  play.  “The symbol. You branded your own children.”

“All of them but you,” Turner said. “You see, Jim, when a man reaches a certain age, he begins to question his mortality. I have spent millions on technology  and  medical  research  aimed  at  prolonging  my  life,  but  there have been no significant breakthroughs. I attempted to clone myself, but the transference of my consciousness into the host has proven to be… uncertain at this point in time. The truth I’ve come to terms with is that we are mortal creatures. My body will rot in the ground and become fodder for the insects and creatures that walk above me. But children are a way for us to live on.”

“You really think that just because you’re a psychopath that you could have a child that would be exactly like you?” Jim asked.

“My  genes  possess  an  abnormality  that  has  made  me  the  way  I  am,”

Turner  said.  “It’s  not  far-fetched  to  believe  I  could  pass  on  that  gene  to another  person.  Granted,  it  hasn’t  gone  as  well  as  I  hoped.  But  finally,  I have  found  someone  who  was  like  me.  Finally,  after  all  of  those  tries,  I managed to pass on myself to a child.”

“You’re a psychopath who hurts and exploits children,” Jim said. “I am nothing like you. And neither is Rudy.”

Jim turned to face Rudy once more, the boy frozen in the same position as earlier.

“You’re  not  him,  Rudy,”  Jim  said.  “No  matter  what  he’s  told  you,  no matter what you’ve done, you’re not him.”

“Shut up!” Rudy aggressively stepped forward, snarling.

Turner  laughed.  “He’s  a  little  nervous  about  all  of  this.  It’s  a  big moment  for  him.  His  final  act  before  he  ascends  onto  the  throne  of  my world. Go ahead, son. Pull the trigger.”

Jim studied Rudy’s eyes, and while there was hate and anger in them, he also noticed the hints of hesitation and fear. “Rudy, I know you think this is the way, but it’s not. You still have a choice—”

“I  said  shut  up!”  Rudy  barked  the  order,  his  cheeks  flushing  red  and spittle flying from his lips. He stepped forward three steps, the gun rigid in his hands, his arms stiff, his finger on the trigger.

Jim held up his hands and nodded. But he was only quiet long enough for Rudy’s rush of anger to settle down again. “It’s not over, Rudy. I know you think it is, and that the only way out is to keep digging, but I promise you it doesn’t have to stay this way.”

Rudy’s anger cracked, but only for a moment. “You’re wrong. There is no other way. I am my father’s son.”

“That’s  right,”  Turner  said.  “Now,  pull  the  trigger.  And  so  will  I.

Together, we’ll wipe this pathetic family off the face of the earth. You and me, son. Together.”

“Rudy… please,” Jim said.

Turner  laughed.  “It’s  over,  Jim.  He’s  already  been  turned.  I  already convinced him to make that video accusing your father. He helped me make the poison used to kill Barry Smith, his half-brother. He was the one who planted the hard drive of kiddie porn at the fake apartment I made for your father. He’s already made his decision.”

“I had to,” Rudy said, his voice catching. “It’s what I am.”

Jim’s  heart  broke  with  Rudy’s  words.  “It  is  not  who  you  are.  I  know you. Your real father knows you. And you and I both know that if we left here and went to see Ray, he would forgive you. Because he loves you. He really loves you.”

Jim wasn’t sure if the words would penetrate the spell Turner had cast over  Rudy,  but  as  he  watched  the  boy  and  the  gun  in  his  hands,  neither wavered.

Turner  laughed.  “You  see?  He’s  mine,  Jim!  Unlike  you.  Unlike  my firstborn, who became the biggest disappointment of all the children I sired.

You  ate  up  the  bullshit  Ray  Swisher  fed  you,  and  you  lessened  your greatness! You could have been by my side, but you lacked the strength to follow through and become what Rudy has embraced! And now that we’re all again, we can finish this once and for all. Go ahead, Rudy. It’s time to pull the trigger.”

THE MOMENT KERRY realized Jim had gone she sprinted after him, but she lost him in the crowd outside. She wasn’t sure what Jim planned to do, but she  doubted  it  was  a  good  decision.  She  called  him  twice,  but  he  didn’t answer.  She  then  realized  the  only  way  to  find  him  now  was  to  track  his phone. She only hoped that he hadn’t gotten rid of it.

Kerry  sprinted  back  inside  and  found  Missy.  “I  need  the  GPS

coordinates on Jim’s phone. Quickly.”

To her credit, Missy said nothing and immediately went to work on the task. Less than a minute later, she had the information. But Kerry couldn’t believe the location.

“You’re sure that’s right?” Kerry asked.

“I’m  not  sure  if  Jim  is  there,  but  that’s  where  his  phone  is,”  Missy answered.

Kerry couldn’t believe that Jim had actually gone to his parents’ house.

But  even  though  he  was  there,  something  still  felt  odd.  “Call  me  if  the location changes.”

“Will do,” Missy said.

Kerry wrestled with the idea of calling for backup, but the fact he was at his parents’ house made her believe she’d be fine going solo.

Kerry  drove  over  to  the  Swisher  home,  again  trying  Jim’s  cell  phone three more times along the way. Each time the call went to Jim’s voicemail, Kerry grew more anxious.

“He’s probably just talking with his mother,” Kerry muttered to herself.

Kerry pulled into Jim’s neighborhood and found the area mostly quiet.

She  spied  Jim’s  car  parked  on  the  street,  and  as  she  pulled  up  behind  his vehicle, she saw the lights on in the house. But she noted the blinds were pulled shut.

Kerry remained in her Interceptor and kept the car running. She knew she should probably let Jim be with his family, give them some space, but she found it hard to leave. She reached for her phone and dialed the number one more time.

Voicemail.

If Jim didn’t want to talk to her, then that was fine. He had told her he was going to spend time with his family, and he had told her the truth. She needed to give him space.

Kerry pulled out from behind Jim’s car and continued down the street.

She turned left, and a black SUV caught her attention to the left.

The  vehicle  was  parked  on  the  side  of  the  road  near  the  street  corner away  from  any  of  the  nearby  houses.  Kerry  continued  down  the  road  but watched the vehicle through her rearview mirror. Something about the car seemed off, so instead of continuing straight to leave the neighborhood, she took the next left and circled back around.

Before  she  arrived  at  Jim’s  house,  she  noticed  another  black  SUV

parked  near  the  street  corner.  Both  vehicles  had  a  prime  vantage  point  to

watch  Jim’s  house,  and  the  fact  two  vehicles  were  parked  in  strategic locations was more than enough reason to call in for backup.

“Dispatch, this is Detective Kerry Martin,” she said. “I need any local officers  routed  to  my  location.  Be  advised  I  have  two  suspicious  black SUVs in the neighborhood. Officers should proceed with caution.”

“Copy that, Detective,” Dispatch said. “Backup is ten minutes out.”

Kerry  scoffed.  “No  hurry.”  She  returned  to  the  Swisher  home  and parked  behind  Jim’s  car.  She  glanced  up  and  down  the  street,  looking  for anything  else  suspicious,  but  saw  nothing.  She  turned  off  the  vehicle, hooked a rover to her belt in case she needed to radio, and placed her hand on the grip of her pistol as she stepped out of her vehicle.

Kerry walked up the pathway from the street to the house, looking for any  signs  of  forced  entry,  but  the  house  seemed  perfectly  fine.  It  wasn’t until the tip of the gun barrel was pressed firmly against the exposed flesh of Kerry’s neck that she realized how wrong she’d been.

“Take  your  hand  off  the  pistol,  and  radio  Dispatch  and  tell  them  to disregard the backup.” The gunman’s voice was hard and cold like the piece of steel in his hands.

Kerry knew she had been caught with her pants down, and the only way that this was going to end well for her was if she gave in to the demands, but  she  also  knew  the  moment  she  gave  up  her  weapon,  she  was  dead.  It was only a question of when.

“Hand off the weapon, now.” The gunmen’s tone became sterner and he applied more pressure to the back of Kerry’s head.

“I’m a detective with Seattle PD,” Kerry said. “You kill me, and you’ll be a cop killer. You really want that kind of heat on you?”

“This isn’t a negotiation,” he said.

Kerry nodded. “All right.” She took her hand off the weapon and slowly reached for her rover. She brought the radio near her mouth and pressed the talk  button.  “Dispatch,  this  is  Detective  Kerry  Martin.  Disregard  backup.

Everything is fine.”

“Copy that, Detective,” Dispatch said.

“Good,” the gunman said. “Now, slowly hand me the radio.”

Kerry complied, her mind and heart racing.

“And now the gun,” He said. “Again, slowly.”

Kerry  opened  her  jacket,  reaching  for  her  service  pistol,  knowing  the moment she gave up the weapon, she was as good as dead. All she needed

was  a  distraction,  something  to  throw  the  gunman  off-guard  for  just  a second. That would be enough.

“Hey.” The gunman applied pressure. “Gun. Now.”

“All right, easy,” Kerry said. “You said slowly.”

“Not that slow,” he said.

Kerry unholstered the weapon, and the moment it was out of her hands, so was her opportunity to stay alive.

“Hands on your head and walk toward the house. Move.” The gunman pushed her forward with the barrel of his pistol.

Kerry complied, but she walked slowly.

“Faster,” the gunman said.

Kerry  didn’t  increase  her  speed.  She  took  bigger  steps  but  slowed  her pace,  giving  the  illusion  that  she  was  moving  quicker.  She  expected  the gunman  to  radio  the  rest  of  his  crew,  but  there  was  no  such  transmission made to anyone, and Kerry wondered if the guy was working solo.

“How much is he paying you?” Kerry asked.

“Fuck you,” the gunmen said.

“Not  much  of  a  rate  considering  the  hazardous  job  conditions,”  Kerry said. “Not much else left over for retirement, either.”

“Shut  up.”  The  gunmen  added  a  hard  shove  into  Kerry’s  back  and forced her forward a few more steps, and she stumbled to the ground.

Kerry knew this was her chance. If she was going to make a move, then she’d need to make a move that would get her out of all of this without a lot of fuss.

“Oh, Jesus, get up.” The gunman kicked her leg, which sent a ripple of pain up the side of her leg. “I said, get up!” He kicked her harder, and Kerry muffled a whimper. But she slowly pushed herself to her hands and knees.

All Kerry had to do was draw the gunman closer.

“Stop  milking  it!”  The  gunmen  reached  down  for  her  arm,  and  Kerry used her low center of gravity on the ground to pull him down to her level and planted her heel into his groin.

The  gunmen  yelped  and  dropped  to  the  ground,  paralyzed  from  the contact. Kerry quickly moved the man into a chokehold, pinning him with her arms and legs, and held on as the man struggled against her hold. But he eventually lost consciousness and grew still.

Shaking  from  the  adrenaline,  Kerry  took  a  moment  to  collect  her thoughts  and  her  breath  and  then  glanced  around  to  make  sure  she  was

alone. She knew it was only a matter of time before the guy woke up, and she needed to move quickly.

Kerry  found  some  zip  ties  on  the  gunman’s  pack,  and  she  tied  up  his wrists behind his back and then put one around his ankles. She then picked up his rifle, a semi-automatic M-4, and retrieved her pistol. She then picked up the radio, ready to call in some backup, but her call was interrupted by gunfire coming from another mercenary across the street.

THE  GUNSHOT  OUTSIDE  caught  Turner  and  Rudy  off-guard,  both  of  them turning toward the noise, which took their attention off of Jim.

Because Rudy had moved so close, Jim was less than three feet away from the kid, and he lunged forward for the weapon.

Jim retrieved the weapon easily, but as quick as Jim had been, Turner was just as fast. The man pulled Mary closer, using her as a human shield while Jim kept Rudy close at his side, the boy too frozen with fear to move.

“Well,  well,  well,”  Turner  said,  flashing  a  toothy  grin  behind  Mary’s head. “Looks like your partner is more persistent than I believed.”

“Let  her  go,”  Jim  said,  aiming  the  gun  at  the  tiny  sliver  of  Turner  he could see behind Mary’s head.

“And  lose  my  one  bargaining  chip?”  Turner  asked,  slowly  retreating toward the back of the house. “I don’t think so.”

Jim matched Turner’s step for step, the pair in a stand-off that Jim didn’t see ending well no matter what happened.

The gunfire grew more intense outside, and Jim struggled to keep all of his attention focused on the situation in front of him. He should have known that Kerry would come out here and follow him. She must have tracked his phone.

“Jim, I’m sorry,” Rudy said, crying. “I didn’t mean to.”

Turner groaned. “Oh, and now you finally break? After everything you did so far? I guess you aren’t the heir to my empire after all.”

“Let her go, Turner, now!” Jim barked the order with authority.

Turner  smiled.  “You  don’t  know  how  much  I  wished  you  would  have turned out differently, Jim. It should have been you. You have the grit and the mind to do anything you want. But I don’t understand why you let the

Swishers brainwash you. You’re meant for greater things, Jim. You always have been.”

“You and I have different definitions of greatness,” Jim said.

Turner  widened  his  smile.  “I  don’t  think  they're  as  different  as  you believe they are.”

The  gunfire  roaring  outside  suddenly  found  its  way  into  the  house.  A man crashed through one of the windows and landed on the carpet where he lay still, and then a few seconds later, the front door flew open and Kerry burst inside.

“Jim!” Kerry aimed the weapon at Turner and joined Jim’s side.

“The two of you are quite the pair,” Turner shouted. “I paid good money for that security detail.”

“Maybe you can get a refund,” Kerry said.

Turner had reached the kitchen and was slowly converging on the back door, still using Mary as a shield. “I’m sorry it had to end this way, Jim. But I’m sure we’ll meet again. And do give my condolences to Ray. I’m sure he’ll miss his Mary.”

“No!” Jim lunged forward, and in that same moment Mary tried to make a break for it.

Jim  suspected  it  was  that  one  motion  that  prevented  the  bullet  from striking  the  back  of  Mary’s  skull  and  instead  entered  her  upper  back,  and she dropped to the kitchen tile.

Kerry and Jim fired at Turner on his sprint out the back door, but neither was sure if they managed to hit him.

Jim dropped to the floor next to his mother, Mary trembling on the tile, blood slowly spreading from the wound on her back. “Mom? Mom, hang on.”  He  looked  up  at  Kerry,  who  was  still  standing  next  to  Rudy.  “She’s bleeding out!”

Kerry rushed to her partner’s aid and helped apply pressure to Mary’s wound as she also reached for her radio, calling for help.

“This is Detective Martin, I have gunshots fired at my GPS location,”

Kerry said, her voice loud. “I need an ambulance and backup to my position immediately. Several wounded with possible casualties. The armed suspect fled  into  the  neighborhood  and  is  considered  armed  and  dangerous.  The suspect is Domenic Turner.”

Jim  pressed  his  hands  against  the  wound,  the  blood  hot  and  sticky against  his  hands,  and  he  watched  the  color  drain  from  Mary’s  face.  She

was dying.

“Jim,” Mary said, her voice escaping between labored breaths. “I love you—” She shut her eyes, wincing from the pain. When she opened them again, she looked to Rudy. “It’s okay. It’ okay.”

Rudy melted into a pile of tears and stumbled over to Mary, reaching for her limp hand as Jim held her in his arms. “I’m sorry.”

Mary  looked  up  to  Jim,  her  eyes  half  closed.  “You’re  a  good  boy.  A good… son.”

“Mom, stay with me!” Jim shouted, keeping pressure on the wound on her back. “Mom? Mom!”

Mary  remained  unresponsive,  and  as  Jim  held  the  woman  who  had helped  turn  his  life  around,  the  only  mother  he  had  ever  known  slipping away, a rage funneled through his veins like he had never felt before.

“Help is on the way,” Kerry said.

Jim passed his mother to Kerry. “Take her. I have to find him.” He stood and picked up Kerry’s rifle, heading toward the back door.

“Jim,” Kerry said, forcing him to stop and turn around. “Be careful.”

Jim nodded and then disappeared into the back yard. He raised the rifle, tucking  the  butt  of  the  weapon  snug  against  his  shoulder.  It  was  dark outside, but Jim moved swiftly through the familiar terrain. He saw the rear gate open in the fence, and knew that was where Turner had disappeared.

Jim was careful, knowing Turner could be luring Jim out into another trap. He kept the rifle up as he stepped into the alley between the backside of  the  houses  in  the  neighborhood.  He  checked  both  directions,  found nothing, and then looked at the ground.

Small drops of red spotted the pavement. Turner had been hit.

Jim followed the trail of blood left, keeping his eyes peeled for any sign of  Turner,  but  when  he  neared  the  end  of  the  alley,  a  gunshot  forced  Jim back behind a dumpster.

“You’re persistent!” Turner shouted from the end of the alley, sounding out of breath. “I’ve always admired that about you.”

Jim  remained  on  edge,  keeping  the  gun  up  along  with  his  guard.  He stepped toward the edge of the dumpster. “You’ve been watching me for a long time.”

“I  have,”  Turner  said.  “Of  all  my  children,  you  were  by  far  the  most promising. Intelligent. Cunning. Relentless. Some of my best qualities. But you chose to use your gifts to undermine my work.”

“I wouldn’t say I’m disappointed with the road I traveled,” Jim said.

“I  know  you’re  not,”  Turner  said.  “And  that  has  what  made  this  so difficult. I never wanted to kill you, Jim. Truly. But you have proved to me time  and  time  again  that  while  you  have  the  capacity  to  become  me,  you lack the grit to let go of your morals.”

Jim peered around the corner, trying to get a bead on Turner, but another pair of gunshots forced him back behind the dumpster.

The alley fell silent. For a moment, Jim couldn’t even hear the rustle of the wind. The only thing he heard was the heavy pounding of his own heart, and the steady inhale and exhale of his own breath.

It was almost finished.

Jim spun around from the dumpster, exposing himself in the alley, and prepared  to  open  fire  on  Turner,  but  the  man  had  already  made  his  move and collided into Jim the moment he revealed himself.

Turner  tackled  Jim  to  the  pavement,  the  pair  rolling  over  one  another, struggling  for  control.  Both  Turner’s  pistol  and  Jim’s  rifle  were  dropped during the fight, and when the pair rolled to a stop, it was Turner who was on top of Jim.

“I could have killed you a long time ago,” Turner said, foam spreading through his clenched teeth. “But I wanted the pleasure of squeezing the life out  of  you  myself.  I’ve  always  found  that  a  more  personal  touch  is  best when it comes to family.”

Jim felt his airway closing, the life running out of him slowly. His body was fighting back, but Jim felt the moment slipping away from him.

“Murder is man’s way of weeding out the weak,” Turner said. “It’s an instinct  buried  deep  within  everyone,  embedded  in  our  DNA.  But  only  a few have the strength to harness it.”

Jim struggled to pry Turner’s hands from his throat, his vision waning.

But  he  retained  his  consciousness  long  enough  to  see  the  bloodstain  on Turner’s right side where he’d been shot. It looked like it was only a graze, but it was plenty to work with.

Jim punched the wound, and Turner’s grip loosened. Jim punched again, and  Turner  finally  let  go.  Jim  sucked  in  a  breath  of  air  and  then  flipped Turner off of him.

Both men weak from the fight, they scrambled toward the nearby pistol.

Jim had his hands on it first, but Turner wasn’t far behind. The weapon was

aimed  in  the  air  between  them,  each  man  giving  all  of  their  effort  into survival.

Slowly, the weapon drifted, and the quick pull of the trigger ended the struggle.

Jim remained stunned, his strength leaving him all at once, but he never broke eye contact with Turner as the pair lay on their sides in the alley.

Turner slowly let go of the weapon and rolled to his back, gasping for breath, limbs slowly scraping against the concrete.

Jim  pushed  himself  up  to  a  sitting  position  and  then  moved  next  to Turner’s side. The bullet had gone through the gut, maybe even hit the spine and liver. Turner was bleeding out. He didn’t have much time left.

Turner locked eyes with Jim, struggling to catch his breath, but then a smile broke through Turner’s confusion and pain, and he spoke two words.

“My boy,” Turner said, his voice a raspy whisper.

And then he was dead.
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J im sat on the plain wooden bench outside of the courtroom.

He  bounced  his  knee  nervously,  his  eyes  watching  every person that walked past in the grand hallway of the courtroom.

Everyone’s  footsteps  echoed  loudly  from  the  marble  floors, and the noises drifted up into the ceiling and bounced down, slightly quieter than before.

A hand touched Jim’s shoulder, and his knee stopped bouncing.

“It’s going to be all right,” Kerry said.

Jim nodded, knowing she was simply trying to make him feel better, but the  reality  of  the  situation  was  far  more  complex  than  it  appeared  on  the surface.

Rudy  hadn’t  actually  killed  anyone,  but  the  prosecution  managed  to leverage  accessory  to  murder  in  the  death  of  Barry  Smith.  And  while  he was still a minor, he was close enough in age for prosecutors to try him as an adult. And if that was the case, then the death penalty could be on the table.

Jim  had  taken  the  stand  yesterday,  coming  to  the  defense  of  his  half-brother,  but  he  wasn’t  sure  if  his  testimony  was  enough.  After  all,  the papers  had  already  identified  him  as  one  of  Turner’s  children,  and  the prosecution had used that against him.

But there had been some good news after Turner’s death. The charges against Ray had been dropped, though the damage had already been done from  an  image  standpoint.  And  even  with  the  media  rolling  back  their reports  of  what  he  had  done  and  publicly  vindicating  him,  Jim  knew  his parents  had  a  long  road  ahead  of  them  before  they  could  foster  children

again.  But  the  possibility  of  continuing  their  work  had  given  them something to look forward to. For them, that was enough.

The case had kept Jim and Kerry busy. Even after Turner’s death, they continued  to  find  small  networks  Turner  had  constructed  that  exploited children. Despite Turner’s talk of fathering other children, he had yet to find any more children branded with Turner’s symbol.

Jim  rubbed  his  eyes.  He  was  tired.  Sleep  had  eluded  him,  and  he couldn’t  figure  out  why.  He  refused  to  believe  it  was  because  he  had remorse for killing Turner. The man was pure evil.

Still,  months  had  passed,  and  Jim  barely  slept  more  than  a  few  hours each  night.  Most  of  the  time  Jim  was  plagued  by  the  horrors  Turner  had inflicted on the children he had brought to him. They had eventually found files and files of kids Turner had personally tortured throughout the years, all of them foster children.

My boy.

The last words spoken by his serial killer father. Those words kept him up at night too. Because as much as Jim believed a person chose their own destiny,  he  couldn’t  deny  the  blood  that  ran  through  his  veins.  It  was Turner’s blood. A killer’s blood.

Jim knew he’d have to deal with what happened one day. But right now all he wanted was some good news about Rudy.

The  doors  of  the  courtroom  finally  opened,  and  Jim  shot  up  from  the bench. Kerry was close behind him as he intercepted Rudy’s lawyers, who were the first ones out of the courtroom.

“Well?”  Jim  asked,  unable  to  read  the  verdict  from  the  lawyers’

expressions.

“The judge ruled in our favor,” the lawyer said. “Rudy won’t be charged as an adult.”

Relief flooded through Jim’s veins, and an immediate weight was off of his shoulders.

“We’re  not  out  of  the  woods  yet,  though,”  the  lawyer  said.  “Because Rudy is so close to being eighteen, the prosecution is going to try and get him into an adult facility after the trial is over.”

Jim knew there was no way that Rudy wouldn’t do some kind of time in prison, but the prospect of thrusting him into an adult facility would expose him to some very violent criminals.

“We  are  due  back  in  court  tomorrow  morning,  but  we’ll  keep  you updated,” The lawyer said.

Jim thanked them both, knowing that Rudy was in capable hands, and watched as they left and confronted the hordes of reporters waiting for them outside.

Ray and Mary walked out next, and Jim hugged his parents tightly. The trio  remained  embraced,  and  when  Mary  broke  free  from  Jim’s  hold,  she hugged Kerry.

Mary had gotten lucky with her gunshot wound. The bullet had missed the  major  arteries,  but  a  few  inches  to  the  left  and  it  would  have  been  a different  story.  She  was  finally  out  of  the  sling,  though  her  shoulder  and arm were still not fully recovered. She had another few months of rehab.

“How’s he holding up?” Jim asked, speaking to Ray.

Ray had lost weight since all of this had started, dropping almost twenty pounds.

“He’s nervous and shaken up still,” Ray said, speaking through a sigh.

“But he’s trying to pull through. He understands that it’s a long road ahead.

Hey, Kerry.” Ray stepped around Jim and hugged her too.

“He looks so tired,” Mary said, her voice concerned. “I don’t think he’s been sleeping.”

“It  must  be  going  around,”  Jim  said.  “Well,  we  got  some  good  news today, so let’s focus on that. Are you guys heading back to the house?”

Mary and Ray nodded. “We need to try and get everything ready for the final visitation from the review board. If we get cleared today, then we’ll be able to have the children move in next week.”

“That’s good,” Jim said.

“You  should  come  by  for  dinner  tonight,”  Mary  said,  touching  Jim’s arm. “It looks like you haven’t been eating either. You and your father are so thin.”

It was true Jim had lost some weight, but he had always been on the thin side. His father was shorter and more stalky, so the lost weight was more noticeable on Ray.

“I’ll try and swing by,” Jim said.

“And you should come too,” Mary said, pointing at Kerry.

“Thanks, Mary.” Kerry smiled.

Another  round  of  hugs  were  exchanged  before  Ray  and  Mary  walked hand in hand out the door, facing the same frenzied media crowd they had

been dealing with for the past five months.

Jim lingered behind, some of his hesitation wanting because of the press outside, but he was disappointed that he hadn’t been able to see Rudy today.

Because  of  the  high-profile  nature  of  the  case  and  the  attention  it  was garnering, the judge had chosen to keep everything behind closed doors.

No  cameras,  no  reporters,  no  non-essential  personnel  involved  in  the case.

“Hey,” Kerry said. “Are you all right?”

The truth was Jim didn’t really know, but he knew that he didn’t have the strength to talk about it at the moment. “No. But I’ll be all right. Sooner or later.”

Kerry  reached  for  Jim’s  hand  and  squeezed  it  tightly.  “It  just  takes time.”

Jim reciprocated the squeeze, and then Kerry let go.

“C’mon,” Kerry said, walking in the opposite direction of the front exit.

“We’ll sneak out the back.”

The pair managed to avoid most of the press face to face, keeping the car windows up as a barrier between the questions, cameras, and lights.

The police department had been surprisingly supportive during the time, which Jim hadn’t expected, especially with his track record. The PR team had managed to paint Kerry and Jim as heroes, and the Chief and the Mayor were reveling in the fact that they had been able to bring down one of the biggest child trafficking rings the country had ever seen.

Hundreds of arrests had been made, and justice had finally been served.

But the damage was already done.

Thousands  of  children’s  lives  were  affected,  and  Jim  knew  the irreparable damage to the children’s psyche. They would never forget what happened to them.

It  was  quiet  in  the  car  for  a  long  time,  and  Jim  was  unsure  of  where Kerry was driving, but just before he was about to ask, she spoke up first.

“I started talking to Roy,” Kerry said.

Jim arched his eyes in surprise. “Really?”

Kerry  nodded.  “I  didn’t  really  know  why  at  first.  Maybe  something happened during that meeting when we talked to him about the case. But I wanted to hear him out. I wanted to figure out his side of the story. I started reading his letters first, and the more I read, I realized how hurt he was and how much he had changed. The man in the letters reminded me of the father

from my childhood, and I realized how much I wanted to have that in my life again.”

Jim was impressed with Kerry, knowing the pain she had gone through after what her father had done. He imagined it wasn’t easy for her to get to a point where she could speak to him again.

“You need to feel it, Jim,” Kerry said. “However you need to feel it, but feel  it.  Don’t  bottle  it  up  like  I  did.  And  I  know  that  you  and  I  are  in different positions because your father is dead, but…” She adjusted her grip on  the  steering  wheel  and  slowed  to  a  stop  at  a  red  light.  “Forgive  him.

Forgive yourself. Do whatever you need to not to just bury it, but to push through it. Because after everything you’ve gone through in your life, the last thing you need is one more burden you feel like you have to bear.”

Jim understood. And while it was easier said than done, Jim nodded. “I will.” But he knew that if he really wanted to move past it, he needed to do something he had put off for a very long time. “Take me to the hospital.”

Kerry hesitated for a moment, but then a smile curled up the side of her face, and she flipped the lights and hit the sirens.

“I don’t think that was necessary,” Jim said.

Traffic  parted  for  Kerry  as  she  sped  down  the  highway  toward downtown. “If you’re going to make an entrance, Jim, might as well make it dramatic.”

With the aid of the police lights, they managed to arrive at the hospital in less than fifteen minutes. Jim checked the time and then hurried out of the car as Kerry pulled into the drop-off lane.

“Go get ’em, Tiger,” Kerry said.

Jim hurried out of the car and jogged into the building, not bothering to check in, and made his way to the elevator. He bounced his leg nervously as he waited for the doors to open, and when they opened, Jim froze.

“Jim?” Jennifer asked. “What are you doing here?”

Jim hadn’t expected to see her so quickly, and he was hoping to have a few more moments to formulate a response before he ran into her, but time was up.

Jennifer  raised  her  eyebrows,  waiting  for  an  explanation,  and  the  man standing next to her, another doctor, spoke up first.

“Aren’t you the detective I saw on the television?” He asked.

Jim cleared his throat. “Yes. Probably.” He turned his attention back to Jennifer. “Can I talk to you for a second?”

“Um, okay,” Jennifer said.

Jim pulled Jennifer to the side, and he was suddenly at a complete loss for words. He opened his mouth and closed it half a dozen times, only to have  Jennifer  look  at  him  like  he  was  crazy.  To  be  honest,  he  felt  like  he was going crazy.

“Jim, look, I only have a short amount of time for lunch today,” Jennifer said, her confusion transitioning to disappointment. “I’ll talk to you later.”

Jim  was  losing  her,  and  he  knew  it.  A  good  thing  was  walking  away, and he was frozen in place, unable to do anything about it, and it terrified him. He couldn’t help but hear Turner’s voice in his head, reminding him how much they were alike, how they thrived on being alone, and how deep down, Jim was just like him.

But Jim didn’t want to be like Turner.

“Jennifer!”  Jim  yelled  the  moment  she  reached  the  doors,  and  she stopped  and  turned  around.  He  jogged  over  to  her,  and  before  she  could speak, he pressed his lips against hers and pulled her close.

The kiss was tender and soft, and better than Jim could have imagined himself.

The pair held onto one another for a long moment, and then Jim slowly pulled away.

“I would love to take you out on a date,” Jim said.

Jennifer smiled, her cheeks blushing red, and then she kissed him back.

“WOOO!”  Kerry  hollered  from  the  car,  which  was  still  parked  in  the drop-off loop, ending the kiss. “About time!”

Jim held Jennifer in his arms, smiling and nodding to himself, knowing that it was well beyond time to start living his life and stop being afraid of who he was and what he might do. Because he was more than the blood that rushed through his veins.
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