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Books by this author:

First came The Baneridge Murders.

Then came A Cruise to Die For.

Now, The Witness Who Wasn’t There sees Malcolm Mercer and Mary Bristol tackle their third and final mystery.

There will be answers.

There will be drama.

There will also be puns, but by now you’ve groan to expect them.
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April 29 at 7:56 a.m.
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Crowfort was a sleepy town of three thousand one-hundred twenty-seven people; a number which included the person about to be murdered.

The would-be victim, a middle-aged man in a suit that last fit him twenty-five pounds ago, stepped out the front door of his modest, single-level home which was nestled in the remote outer edges of town. As he was shuffling his way toward his truck in the driveway, something caught his eye. He was taken aback and did a double-take as he noticed a young blonde child standing in the middle of his front lawn, her back toward him. 

“Hey beat it, kid,” he snapped. “This is private property. If you know what’s good for you, you’ll get the hell off my lawn.”

The young girl made a slow turn and faced the man, who was blissfully unaware the town’s population was moments away from decreasing by one.

“Son of a bitch,” the man said under his breath as he froze in place, transfixed. The child’s eyes were completely white, her skin was deathly pale, her clothes were dirty, and she appeared disheveled.

Before he could say anything further, two quick shots rang out from his left. Both rounds hit him in the chest, causing him to fall sideways, land in a heap on the pathway, and then make a brief gurgling sound as death settled in and made itself comfortable.

The unkempt blonde child made another slow turn, away from the gruesome scene, and went back to facing the hard-gravel road. She paid no attention to the man emerging from the densely wooded area beside the driveway, nor did she cast so much as a glance at what he was busy with in the two to three minutes afterwards. She began a slow-paced walk toward the woods beside the driveway near the victim’s house. Once she was far enough inside the trees to be hidden from view yet still able to see the house, she stopped and turned to face the crime scene. She then just stood there, motionless, until the police arrived some ten minutes later. After the suspect had been arrested, she slowly made her way deeper into the cluster of trees until she reached the road a quarter mile away. She then stepped out onto the crumbling pavement of another road and stood there, staring off into the morning mists ahead, waiting.

Everything seemed to have gone according to the shooter’s plan, and the murder had been quick and clean. Before firing the lethal shots, the shooter had made sure there were no witnesses to be seen, but that doesn’t necessarily mean there were no witnesses at all.
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September 21 at 9:21 A.M.
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“Stop trying to get me to change my mind.” 

Heading along the single-lane road leading into the small town of Baneridge, Washington, Malcolm Mercer sat slouched in the passenger seat as he massaged his temples. “You can argue until your voice gives out, but I’m not budging.”

“You can be such a stubborn pain the neck sometimes.” Mary Bristol, his wife, shook her head as she drove the electric rental car, keeping her eyes on the road and her hands on the wheel at ten and two. “Regardless of what happened, Amy is still my sister, and Christopher is still my brother-in-law. That makes them and their three children part of our family, so we need to move past this and find a way to forgive them.”

“They may be related to you, but I don’t consider them family.” Malcolm shifted in his seat. He frowned that his knees seemed to brush against the dash of the vehicle no matter how far back he moved his seat. “Amy and Christopher stuck a knife in each of our backs.”

“It was just a metaphorical stabbing.”

“It might as well have been a literal one.” Malcolm muttered. “Because of them, a number of people died, a ship exploded and sank, you were shot, and I ended up with a leg full of shrapnel.”

Mary nodded. “Yes, and they’re both really sorry about all of that.” She winced. The words had sounded much better in her head than they did once they were spoken aloud.

“Saying they’re sorry doesn’t magically make it all better, you know.” Malcolm scowled. “People like them don’t deserve a chance at redemption, and people like me don’t forgive easily to begin with.”

“Everyone deserves an opportunity to atone for their sins as long as they’re sincere and willing.” Mary paused, hoping her comment would have time to sink in before Malcolm’s cynicism acted like a bouncer and tossed it aside. “After all,” she continued, “they forgave you for putting a listening device in the study where Christopher was working.”

“A listening device which – and this is a key detail – resulted in us learning about their betrayal in the first place.”

“Yes, I know.” Mary bit her lower lip for a moment, then resumed speaking. “They went through a few difficult and unfortunate years, and they managed to dig a really big hole for themselves. They screwed up, you’re right about that, and you have every right to be angry with them. But human beings have been known to make mistakes, you know.”

“Mistakes?” Malcolm’s eyes grew wide, and he looked over at Mary, bewildered. “No, a typo is a mistake. Believing an election promise is a mistake. Eating a bean burrito before bed is a mistake.”

“One time.” Mary grumbled. “I only did that one time.”

“You calling what they did a mistake implies a lack of intent on their part, and you know damned well that’s not the case here at all.”

“They know they were in the wrong; ergo, it was a mistake.”

“No, a mistake is when you go to the grocery store and realize you left your shopping list at home beside the toaster, or some other little ‘oopsie’ occasion.” Malcolm folded his arms and glared at the passing scenery. “There’s no bouquet of flowers that’s going to make up for this, and sending us a card reading sorry we tried to have you gassed, but how about we forget the past would be in poor taste. I’m not about to let go of this.”

“I believe in forgiving people, so I’m going to try even though I admit that I’ve been struggling with it a bit myself.” Mary turned her head and cast a brief glance at Malcolm. “I’d like for you to try and find a way past this as well.”

“There’s a natural order to the world, okay?” Malcolm unfolded his arms and began to count the points off using his fingers. “One, politicians can’t stay honest; two, fundamentalists can’t stop trying to convert people; three, vegans can’t avoid telling everyone they’re vegan; and four, I can’t help but hold a grudge. Amy and Christopher would have to do something on the scale of bringing peace to the Middle East for me to even think about forgiving them.”

“What do you want me to do?” Mary huffed, exasperation in her voice. “Would you be happy if I lost my mind and threw each of them into a wall in a blind rage or something?”

“Would you? That sounds really amazing, actually. As long as I can watch, then it’s a suggestion worthy of serious consideration.”

“You’re completely hopeless sometimes.” Mary sighed. “On an unrelated note, did the boss give you any additional information about the job we’re here to do?”

“Not really, but Waterman did take the opportunity to ask me about our retirement plans again. Janet’s been making senior citizen wisecracks as well.”

“I didn’t know Janet had a sense of humour.”

“I didn’t say she was joking,” Malcolm muttered. “Being Waterman’s right-hand isn’t the sort of thing that brings out the joy in anyone. Back when we were stationed in D.C., Janet and I clashed constantly, as you well know. Listen, just forget that I brought up what Janet said. She probably only said it because of the pool at work.”

Malcolm squeezed his eyes shut and winced. He began to hope that Mary hadn’t been paying close attention, but like husbands everywhere, he was reminded that wives have impeccable hearing when you least want them to.

“What pool at work?”

Damn it. Malcolm licked his lips and waved his hand airily. “It’s nothing important.”

“No, I want to know. Tell me about it. I want to know what people are betting on, especially if it concerns us in any way.”

“Everyone at the DC office each put in fifty bucks, and then picked a date for you and I for when they thought we were going to retire or be killed on the job.”

“That’s a bit morbid.” Mary made a sour face. “How long has this been going on?”

“Since shortly after we first started working for Waterman and ARIES.” Malcolm hastened to add some extra details. “And it’s not just us, by the way, there’s a pool for all of the field agents. Apparently, we’ve already made it past most of the dates people selected.”

“Why didn’t you tell me about this macabre pool before now?”

Malcolm knew exactly why he hadn’t told her, and he wasn’t about to tell her the why part now. Mary tended to look at actions through the lens of right and wrong, and people through the man-made construct of good and bad. Malcolm, on the other hand, had no interest in anything as subjective as right and wrong. He preferred to view everyone and everything in terms of whether they were an asset to him or a liability, and assumed everybody’s guilt from the get-go.

After an elaborate plan involving deception and misdirection, Malcolm managed to obtain a copy of the document listing the dates his colleagues had chosen, though not which colleagues had selected those dates. It was no coincidence he and Mary experienced near-misses on each of the chosen days. Malcolm simply made a point of ensuring he and Mary either took extra measures or were out of the country around the selected dates. Mary trusted him enough to go along with the precautions without asking too many questions which would inevitably lead to him giving some particularly uncomfortable answers.

Malcolm shrugged and finally responded. “Because it’s just an idiotic pool put together by people with sick senses of humour, and the whole thing is completely unimportant.”

ARIES, also known as Alternative Research, Investigation, Evaluation, & Support, touted itself as a company capable of handling all kinds of jobs, from high-level research and analysis, to expunging threats and toppling governments. It had grown over the years, and now had access to a sizable team of consultants with a wide variety of skills and even wider variety of ethics. With so many people of varying and often negotiable moral codes being managed, compartmentalization was critical. Mary, being a person who valued integrity, was fully aware of the jobs ARIES did on behalf of progressive regimes and organizations, but was kept from knowing anything about the darker missions, where bad things sometimes had to happen to good people for the sake of the so-called big picture.

“Now that I think about it, Janet was also asking me about when we were going to pack it in.” Mary paused as she reflected on the new context, which she could apply to a prior conversation she’d had. “Maybe the date she selected is coming up soon, which may explain why she used the word retirement three times in two sentences. Now that I think about it, I suppose I can’t blame people for thinking we’re at high risk to die. Can you believe how crazy it’s been just this year by itself?”

Malcolm nodded. A sobering number of people he and Mary had worked with over the years hadn’t lived to see thirty, let alone Mary’s thirty-eight or Malcolm’s forty-one. Although ARIES had a generous retirement package and pension plan, nobody had yet made it that far to collect it. The closest ARIES had come to making retirement payouts were funeral expenses and token lump sum payments to surviving spouses or dependents. 

Then again, the company didn’t tend to attract the type of person who would be looking that far ahead or expecting to live long enough to worry about retirement benefits in the first place.

Their consultants came in a wide variety of ages, but the average age of an ARIES field operative was twenty-four. Malcolm was the oldest operative she had, and Mary was the second-eldest. Anyone else who was still alive by Malcolm’s age had already left, either due to some sort of breakdown or PTSD, or they had transferred to a less-stressful job, such as espionage, air traffic control, or medical triage in an active combat zone. Some of them ended up institutionalized, while others viewed suicide as the only way to escape the waking nightmares. A small but sobering number were killed by their own colleagues due to them allegedly going rogue, but Malcolm suspected it was far more likely somebody at work was bored one day and decided to help their own chances of winning one of the office pools.

Their boss, Melanie Waterman, had been actively dropping hints they should consider walking away from it all and retiring while they still had all their bits and extremities attached.

“Every year is a crazy year for me.” Malcolm scowled at the dashboard. “No matter what I do, I can’t seem to escape all the drama and chaos, and I’m really sick of it all. Sometimes I think there’s something about me that causes things to always be in a mess.”

“You’re imagining things.”

“Am I really? Then how is it possible that no matter where I go or what I do, I always end up being some kind of trouble magnet and bringing the four corners of Hell into our lives?”

“I don’t know how to answer that question.”

“Remember when we had the picnic in the park last weekend? Within ten minutes, the flowers around us had closed up.”

“True.” Mary conceded through a quick nod. “I’d never seen wild daisies close before.”

“Nature hates me.”

“It doesn’t hate you.”

“Then how do you explain it?”

“I can’t.” Mary looked around as she turned a corner. “Okay, we’re now on Third Street. If I remember correctly, the Cozy Comfort Motel is just up here.”

“Yeah, I see it. It’s just past the plaza on the left.”
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Mary’s laptop was set up on the motel room coffee table which was in front of the sofa Malcolm was sitting on. Mary sat on the arm of the small sofa beside Malcolm. Before calling in to their boss, Melanie Waterman, Malcolm had made a particularly strong cup of coffee for himself. 

“We’re not used to being sent somewhere with no background,” Malcolm said to the camera. “We had to bring a little of everything because you wouldn’t give us much information except that we were to call you when we got here.”

“Sorry, but secrecy is of the utmost importance on this one.”

“What’s going on?” Mary clasped her hands together and rested them on her lap.

“There was a murder in Baneridge on April twenty-ninth,” Waterman said from the laptop screen. “The reason you were sent there was so you could look into it.”

Malcolm rolled his eyes and shook his head. “There’s been another murder in Baneridge? You know, for such a pathetically small town, they sure do get a disproportionate number of homicides.”

“I’m a little surprised at the news as well, but for a different reason.” Mary leaned forward. “After we came back from Sacramento last month, you said you were going to put us back onto cases which are tied either to national security or the supernatural.”

“And I stand by that statement.” Waterman nodded. “This assignment has one foot firmly planted in each of those areas.”

“Okay then.” Malcolm set his mug down on the table. “Give us the details.”

“As per ARIES procedures, your handler Janet sent a cleanup agent to Baneridge on April twenty-eighth, the day you were preparing to leave town after wrapping up your murder investigation. While the agent was removing your prints and anything that linked you to ARIES, he discovered a number of loose ends you left behind.”

“What loose ends?” Malcolm shrugged. “We solved the mystery, didn’t we?”

“No, what you solved were the Baneridge Murders.” Waterman raised her left eyebrow. “You didn’t even begin to solve the mystery behind them.”

“What do you mean?”

“One of the murder victims you encountered, Michelle Drayton, had some kind of supernatural ability.” Waterman picked up a piece of paper on her desk and glanced at it. “According to your report, she was drawing crime scenes in a sketchbook from a locked hospital room before some of the crimes she’d drawn were even committed.”

“Yeah, that was damned odd.”

“It wasn’t damned odd at all, it was impossible. And she was just one example of the strange things happening there, yet you didn’t look into any of them.”

“It would have been mission creep and I know how grumpy you get when we move too far out of our scope.” Malcolm picked up his mug and took a sip. “We weren’t there for that purpose and I sure as hell didn’t want a lecture from you about it, so I focused on the core mission and blocked out the rest.”

“Let me guess,” Mary said. “Investigating the unexplained phenomenon will be the main part of our mission now, which is why you alluded to there being a possible supernatural angle.”

“That will be a part of the mission, yes, but not the main part of it.”

Malcolm set the mug down again. “Wait, so at some point we’re supposed to interview a dead person to find out how she could draw impossible pictures? Are you expecting us to hold a séance?”

“Nothing of the sort,” Waterman said. “Remember I mentioned there’d been a homicide on April twenty-ninth? Well, your main job is to clear the name of our cleanup-agent, because he’s the person they’re charging with the murder.”

“Ah.” Mary nodded. “That explains why you said the case involves national security.”

“Yes, members of our cleanup teams know so many of the dirty little secrets we keep for our clients, including a number of messy government jobs.” Waterman paused to let the ramifications sink in. They all knew that if a particularly skilled interrogator ever got one of those members to crack, it would be a nightmare for the country’s intelligence services. On top of that, it would also likely be the end of ARIES, as they would be forever tainted with the security leak.

Mary moved from the arm of the sofa down to the seat cushion. “Which agent do they have in custody?”

“Reggie Bennett.”

“Damn.” Malcolm shook his head. “Reg is my favourite follow-up guy.”

“The feeling isn’t mutual, as he’s submitted close to a dozen complaints against you two.” Waterman looked directly into the camera. “And some of those complaints contain an alarming number of exclamation marks. Regardless of the complaints he’s made, he needs your help and it’s imperative that you succeed in getting him cleared.”

“Tell us about the homicide he was accused of.”

“An off-duty police officer named Howard Thompson was shot and killed outside of his home, on the path leading from his front door to his driveway.”

“Let me guess, because I’ve seen this movie way too many times.” Malcolm smirked. “The cops couldn’t solve the case but still needed a patsy to take the blame in order to make themselves feel as though they’d avenged their fallen colleague. Reg was there and he was a stranger from out of town, so they picked him to be their convenient fall guy.”

Waterman nodded. “That’s reasonably close to what I suspect as well.”

“I figured it had to be something like that.” Malcolm scoffed. “So, what flimsy evidence did the cops produce to make it look like Reg Bennett was responsible for the shooting?”

Waterman opened a file folder and glanced down at the contents. “He was arrested at the scene of the homicide twenty feet from the victim. He was holding a sniper rifle in his hands, he was the registered owner of said firearm, and a subsequent ballistics test confirmed his rifle was the one used as the murder weapon.”

Malcolm leaned back, deflated. “Yeah, okay, but aside from all that.”

Waterman continued reading from her notes in the file. “Bennett claims to have no recollection of how he got there, and his were the only adult footprints in the area where the shots were believed to have been fired from.”

Malcolm narrowed his eyes and leaned forward. “Why did you specify that his were the only adult footprints?”

His boss closed the file folder. “Because there were smaller footprints spotted on the victim’s dew-covered front lawn. The police think it was a child who wandered in and out of the yard around the time of the homicide. They don’t believe the footprints are directly related to the murder.”

“Why not?”

“Because based on their location on the lawn, the footprints are nearly an eighty-degree turn away from where the shots were fired, so they’re extremely unlikely to be where the shooter was standing.”

Mary leaned closer to the laptop. “Any leads on who the child was? We might want to talk to them at some point in case they saw something.”

“We don’t have a whole lot at this point, Mary, but I’ll send you a message a bit later on with what few details I do have and you can look into it as a side-project. Malcolm, I’d like for you to let Mary deal with the footprints on her own. Your only focus should be the Bennett case.”

“Got it,” Malcolm said. “Listen, I’ve got a direct question and I want a direct answer. Is there even a small part of you that suspects Reggie Bennett could be guilty as charged?”

“No there’s not, and for two reasons. One, I trust Agent Bennett, so I believe him when he says he didn’t do it. Two, I have a lead for you to follow up on, which might result in him being cleared and released if it pans out. I’ll get to that new lead in a moment.”

“Wait, before you go on, remind me.” Malcolm wagged his finger. “What day did you say the homicide took place?”

“April twenty-ninth.”

“And it’s now September twenty-first, so why send us to investigate this thing five months after it happened?”

“Because we’d been letting our lawyer, Ms. Lee, handle it.” Waterman picked up a different sheet of paper and held it away from herself, squinting at it. Upon realizing her arms were too short, she put her reading glasses on and pulled the page closer. “She was arguing in court that the evidence against Mr. Bennett was purely circumstantial and it shouldn’t be sufficient to bring the case to trial. Yesterday, however, the judge ruled against her, so now the two of you are up to bat. I’ll send you the lawyer’s notes sometime within the hour.”

“Thanks.” Mary said. “So, our job is to find out if Bennett was framed, and if he was framed, then we need to find out by who.”

“Yes, and along the way, you also need to find out why he was framed.”

Malcolm scoffed. “Right, because the killer couldn’t possibly be the person found at the scene with the murder weapon in his hand. This doesn’t sound like an easy assignment at all.”

“Then you’d better brace yourself, because I haven’t gotten to the tricky part yet.”

Malcolm’s eyes grew wide. “You mean there’s more?”

“Yes. The prosecutor found out Bennett used to be a marksman with the US Army Rangers and that he’s been in a long-term treatment program for PTSD and alcoholism. They subpoenaed his Army medical records and saw he’d suffered a breakdown while in Northern Iraq where he was diagnosed as unstable which resulted in him being discharged from the military. His file was submitted into evidence and the judge cited it as one of the key factors in rendering her decision against him.”

“Let me make sure I’ve got this straight.” Malcolm pressed his fingers into his now-throbbing temples. “So on top of being arrested at the scene and holding the murder weapon which he owned, he’s also an Army-trained sniper who has well-documented mental health problems?”

“Yes, that’s correct.” Waterman put her reading glasses down on her desk. “And he has no alibi whatsoever.”

Malcolm cast a weary glance at his boss’ image on the screen. “And yet we’re somehow supposed to prove Agent Bennett is innocent?”

“Yes, that’s your assignment, and I fully expect you to succeed.”

“Well, thank goodness it’s not impossible or anything.” Malcolm rolled his eyes then shook his head. “Did we do something to offend you in order to get this case?”

“No.” Waterman paused before continuing. “Well, not today, anyway.”

Mary stood up and paced for a moment. She then walked behind the couch and back into the view of the laptop camera. “Did the police find any evidence that didn’t quite fit?”

“No, Mary, everything that’s been collected so far points to Bennett as the lone killer.”

Mary drummed her fingers on the back of the sofa. “Except for some child-sized footprints on the lawn, which may or may not be relevant.”

Malcolm continued massaging his temples. “I sure as hell hope that Bennett likes how he looks in orange jumpsuits, because it seems to me there’s going to be a lot of them in his future ensemble.”

Mary folded her arms and leaned against the back of the couch. “Wait, you said you had an interesting lead for us.”

“Oh, this has the potential to be so many levels beyond something as mundane as interesting. Why do you think I’m assigning the case to you personally and not letting your handler do it?”

Mary shrugged. “I figured it was because our handler is your assistant who also happens to be Reggie Bennett’s younger sister.”

“No, Janet being his sibling is an aside in all this. I’m assigning this case to you because it will be stranger than anything either of you have tackled in the past.”

“I wouldn’t be so sure about that,” Malcolm chuckled. “You’re familiar with our case history. Will it be stranger than us fighting a genocidal, machine-gun-wielding Eighteenth Century demagogue, like we did a few years ago? You know, we’ve seen some pretty strange stuff over the years.”

“I’m standing by my assertion.” Waterman looked directly into the camera. “This will be even stranger than that. And, for the record, you fought him in the early Nineteenth Century.”

“I think this case sounds intriguing,” Mary said. “Tell us more about it.”

“First, Mary, I just sent the police file concerning the Howard Thompson homicide to your FTP site. Did you receive it?”

Mary walked around to the front of the couch and sat down. She clicked a button on her laptop screen and the file appeared. “Yes, and I’m just opening it now. Okay, we’re looking at it.”

“Okay, good. I’ll let you two read it on your own once we’re done here, but you need to know there are some additional details which aren’t in the police summary. As you’ll read in the file, the police believe the shooter fired the lethal shots from the driveway, which is where they arrested Bennett. However, based on the type of gun used, if the shots were fired from such a close range, then the bullets wouldn’t have lodged themselves into the wall behind Thompson, they would have gone through the outer wall and been found in the beam inside the wall instead. Janet’s calculations show that in order for the bullets to have stopped where they did, the shooter must have fired from more than a dozen yards further away, putting the shooter well-inside the wilderness beyond the driveway.”

Mary blinked hard. “And that wasn’t enough to convince a judge that the case against Reg was flawed?”

“On its own? No, it’s nowhere near enough.”

“Okay. Please continue.”

“After taking Bennett into custody, the police cordoned off the site of the shooting and searched for prints, fibres, or any other traces of anyone else, and they found nothing that wasn’t Bennett’s. So, the cops are viewing him as guilty and as far as they’re concerned, the case is open and shut.”

“This just keeps getting better and better.” Malcolm stared up at the ceiling. “Did the cops at least search the wooded area?”

“Why would they?” Waterman scoffed. “In their view, there was no need to do a search when they arrested a suspect right there at the scene with the murder weapon in his hand. It’s a small town police force with scant manpower and a meager budget, so why pay to bring in a forensics team when you already have a suspect in custody and more than enough evidence to put him away?”

“Damn, this is bleak.” Malcolm’s mirthless laugh filled the air. “In fact, it’s hopelessly bleak.”

“Yes, it certainly does seem that way, but I still need you to do whatever you can to prove Reg Bennett’s innocence.”

“And you have a lead for us?”

“Yes, I do have a lead for you, but at best it’s a long shot. Still, it’s a place for you to start. As I said, I’ll get to that shortly.”

“But I don’t understand.” Mary made a face. “Why was Bennett in Crowfort in the first place when his assignment was twenty miles away in Baneridge? And why on earth did he let a killer use his rifle to murder someone and then take it back from them?”

“I can’t answer that because Agent Bennett doesn’t remember any of it happening.”

“Question.” Malcolm held up a finger. “Was there any unidentifiable DNA found at the scene?”

“No, there was no additional evidence found at the crime scene.”

Malcolm stopped staring at the ceiling and looked with an exasperated expression toward the laptop camera. “I was about to say it leaves us nothing to work with in this exercise in futility, but you mentioned an interesting long-shot lead, and I’m still waiting for you to get to it. Whatever it is, it sure as hell better be a game-changer.”

“It might be.” Waterman put her reading glasses back on. “While Ms. Lee was in Baneridge after wrapping up her part of the Bennett case, she heard about someone in the hospital who was able to describe the entire crime scene in detail, down the where the victim was standing before he died. This alleged witness knows how many shots were fired, what time the shooting started, what tree in the wooded area the killer was hiding behind, and they even saw the shooter place the rifle into Bennett’s hands.”

“Finally, some good news.” Malcolm rubbed his eyes. “That’s a welcome development.”

Mary picked up a pen and a notepad. “What’s the name of the witness?”

“We don’t have a name.”

“Then what exactly did Ms. Lee hear?”

“She happened to be in the coffee shop next door to the hospital when she got back from the final day of Bennett’s deposition hearings. She overheard some care aids at the table beside hers who were laughing about some person who was hallucinating about someone being killed, but it struck Ms. Lee how similar the details were to Thompson killing. At that time, the police hadn’t released any details of the homicide to the public, yet this so-called hallucination they were laughing about had every little part of it right. Anyway, they mentioned they’d heard this from someone in the basement, so Ms. Lee left her coffee at the table and raced over to the mental health wing of Miralinda Hospital. After wandering around for a while, she found the locked door leading to the basement and waited there. When a maintenance guy came out the door, Ms. Lee stole his pass after pretending to bump into him. She then went downstairs and saw a bunch of doors. The one on the right wasn’t numbered, but the ones on the left and ahead of her were numbered from two to six.”

“And what did she find?”

“She found nothing, except how fast security guards could move.”

“Oh my.”

“Yes. Before she could get anywhere, two security guards opened the basement door, charged downstairs, and grabbed her. Ms. Lee was taken to Room Six in the basement, which was unoccupied. She was interrogated, threatened, forced to sign an NDA, and then quite literally thrown out of the hospital. Her picture was then posted at every security desk and at every entrance in the building, so she couldn’t go anywhere near the place after that.”

“That’s damned suspicious.” Malcolm picked up his mug and took another sip of coffee. The way the morning was unfolding, he figured he’d need at least one more cup before he could cope with it. “Looks to me like someone has a dirty little secret hidden in the basement. As far as you know, does this alleged witness have a description of the shooter?”

“That’s what I need you to find out.” Waterman removed her reading glasses and waved them at the camera in an emphatic manner. “If this witness exists, then they may be our best chance to corroborate Bennett’s version of events. If you can find a way to confirm what he or she witnessed, then we’ll have an easier time getting the police to revisit the case and drop the charges against Agent Bennett.”

Mary nodded. “So, I’m guessing our job is to collect the actual, physical evidence which corroborates what this witness is alleging, right?”

“You got it. 

Malcolm rubbed his hands together. “If we can interview this witness, we’ll have everything we need, and I can’t see how all of that won’t be enough to provide the reasonable doubt Reggie Bennett needs to get a new hearing or have his entire case tossed out.

“My thoughts exactly.” Waterman rested her folded her arms on her desk. “Do you still have those all-access passes the late Lawrence Seberg gave you?”

“Yeah, Tamara told us to hang on to them for when we came back and we brought them with us.” Malcolm took another drink from his mug. “Assuming they still work, those passes should get us anywhere we want to go inside the hospital, so getting into the basement to find a witness should be an easy task. Especially if there’s only the six rooms down there.”

“Good.” Melanie Waterman nodded. “If you succeed and get Bennett exonerated, you’ll not only collect your regular fees, you’ll also each get a twenty-five percent cash bonus on top of it.”

Malcolm cast a weary glance toward Waterman’s image on the screen. “You’re giving us an impossible case, so I find it amusing the way you pronounced the word fifty, just then.”

“I’d be willing to pronounce it as thirty, but I’m not too keen on further pedantic discussions around numerical linguistics.”

Malcolm looked over at Mary, who nodded.

“Done.”

Waterman cleared her throat. “Before we wrap this up, a word of caution for you both.”

“What is it?”

“This is your last ARIES case before you retire, and we’ve lost a lot of field agents on their last cases because they focused more on their retirement than they did on the mission and their own personal safety. I just want you both to understand that if anything should happen to you while you’re working this case, I’ll personally see to it that your daughter Alyssa is well-cared for.”

Malcolm blinked. “Uh, thanks?”

Mary put her hands on her hips. “Is there something going on that you’re not telling us?”

“I just want you to understand that although this seems like a basic investigative assignment, it’s still every bit as dangerous as when you went to Smolensk this past June. Threats can come from unexpected places, so be vigilant and extra careful.”

“Got it.”

“Good luck,” Waterman said. 

Malcolm and Mary said their goodbyes and disconnected the call. 

Malcolm stared at the laptop for a few moments before speaking. “Well, that was a dark way to end the call.”

“Surprising, to be sure.”

Malcolm stood up. “You want to search the basement or review the case files?”

“I’ll go to the hospital and look around.”

“Sounds good. I’ll start going over all the files Waterman sent us and organize our things.”
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Mary made her way through the hospital until she arrived at the light grey metal basement door. There had been a narrow vertical window on the door originally, but someone had covered it with a steel plate and bolted it firmly in place. Someone had tried to make the door as nondescript as possible, even painting over the ‘basement access’ letters, which Mary could barely make out if she looked at the door at just the right angle in the light.

She fished out her all-access pass and swiped the electronic keypad with it. The door clicked and she pulled it open. There was a small concrete landing in front of her and then a set of cement stairs leading down. As she descended, she looked ahead of her. There was an open area at the foot of the stairs, maybe twenty-five feet by thirty, covered in well-worn floor tiles, some of which were crumbling. To her right was a single unmarked door on a long wall. To her left was a row of three doors, numbered two, three, and four. At the far end across from her were two more doors, numbered five and six. All of the doors were closed; locked behind card readers.

Mary made a face. The basement was dimly lit and in a state of disrepair, which was in stark contrast to the clean and modern main floor she had just come from. She looked around and saw bits of plaster and debris scattered on the cracked tile floor, and the air smelled musty.

Mary was most curious about the unmarked door to her right, so she made her way toward it. She noticed there was an intercom button beside the door just above a stained plush chair, so she pressed it.

“Hello?” she said. “My name is Mary. Is there someone in there?”

She released the button and waited for any sort of reply. After a moment, she heard a voice over the intercom respond. “There’s only me in here.” It was a young woman’s voice.

“Is it all right if I come in and talk with you?”

“That depends,” the woman said. “Do you have a cell phone?”

“Um, yes, I do. Why?”

“Then I’ll only talk with you if you agree to power-off your phone, leave it powered off until you leave the basement, and don’t bring it in here.”

Mary turned off her phone, and left it hidden outside the door behind the chair. She then pressed the intercom button again. “Okay, it’s done.”

“Then you can come in.”

Mary put her pass against the card reader and she heard the door lock click. Pulling the door open required some effort, as the door was thick, and made of reinforced steel. She walked inside and the door closed on its own behind her.

It was a much larger room than any other patient in the hospital would normally have. Mary figured it was probably close to thirty feet by twenty. There was a dusty cot folded up and leaning against the wall in the far-left corner. In the opposite corner there was a toilet, tub, and sink. The walls were mostly concrete and painted green, and there were some old graffiti tags at various places, as well as other hand-written scrawls.

In the middle of the room there were two rows of long, rectangular tables, each covered with wooden plant boxes. Growing out of the boxes were a wide variety of green, leafy plants and colourful flowers. Suspended above the flora, on long wires from the ceiling, were an array of hydroponic lights. On the mosaic tiled floor, leaning against the side of the last table in the first row, was an unopened package of garden soil.

Standing behind one of the tables was a young girl. She had shoulder-length black hair, which was un-styled. She was slender-framed, and wore a forest-green sweatshirt with black slacks. It was difficult for Mary to notice much else, because she was mesmerized by the girl’s green eyes. They were hard not to stare at, because the girl’s eyes had no pupils in them; they were just two green irises. Mary stood for a moment, completely transfixed.

“Hello, there,” Mary said, now trying to look anywhere other than the girl’s eyes.

“Hello, lady. Don’t come any closer, okay? I don’t like people getting anywhere near me, especially strangers.”

“I understand and I’ll stay right here. My name is Mary Bristol.”

“I know. I’m Ramona Taylor.”

“Hi, Ramona. How are you? It’s nice to meet you. How do you know me?”

Ramona didn’t answer. She was staring at Mary, looking her over from head to toe and back again. “Oh, you’re so interesting.”

“Interesting?”

“Yes, those shapes around you. They’re amazing.”

“What shapes?”

“Your energy shapes.”

“Energy shapes?” Mary’s eyes lit up. “Are you saying that you’re able to see my aura?”

“Yes. You have all kinds of interesting shapes, but the pointiest ones are all fuzzy.”

“What does that mean?”

“The tall, rounded shapes mean you’re a highly empathetic person with deep feelings, but they’re a bit concave in the middle meaning you suppress them. In fact, judging by the intensity of the shapes, I’d say you suppress a lot of your feelings. The fuzziness around the edges tells me you’re taking a medicine of some kind.”

“I take a pill every day. It helps regulate my moods, and it also keeps my emotions in a more healthy balance.”

“Inside of you there is so much tension, frustration, and insecurity yet also lots of empathy, joy, and love. Why would you choose to artificially suppress your full emotional range?”

“Because my full emotional range causes pain to those I care the most about.” Mary’s face reddened. “I’ve experienced some unpleasant things, and I’m having a lot of difficulty coping with it all. Trauma and rage don’t make a good combination.”

“That might explain why you hold so many feelings in, but there’s a lot more going on than just that.” Ramona pointed her finger to the space in front of Mary. “That skinny oval shape in front of you? It dips down almost to the floor. That means you feel some kind of emptiness inside of you, and you’re desperate to fill it.”

“But I have a good life with a devoted husband and an adorable daughter. I reconciled with my parents a few years ago, and I’m back on speaking terms with my older sister. Okay, sure, she nearly got me killed recently, but that’s beside the point.”

“A good life, yet you’re still restless.”

“That’s just me. I’m a bit of a stress case.” Mary’s wistful sigh reflected her innermost feelings on the subject. “That’s just how I am.”

“No, it’s just what you’ve chosen to accept. Only when you identify what the emptiness is will you truly begin to heal.” 

“How old are you, Ramona?”

“Fifteen.”

“Then you’re a truly remarkable young woman, because that was some impressive wisdom at any age.”

“I’m young, not stupid.” Ramona shrugged. “I always like to be learning things, so I’m a voracious listener and I pick up all kinds of things. Also, when you mentioned your sister, the oval shape grew, so I know that emptiness inside of you revolves around your relationship with her.”

“You may be right about that.”

“I know I am, and I can relate to how you feel. I’ve always felt a kind of...” Ramona stared off into the middle distance as she tried to find the right word to use, but gave up. “I’m not sure how to put it. A separation, maybe? I’ve just never felt like a complete person. I’ve always felt as though a huge part of me is missing.”

“I’ve spent most of my life feeling like I don’t belong, so maybe I can relate to some of how you feel, as well.” Mary felt a heaviness in her heart as several suppressed childhood memories crept back into her consciousness. She shook her head in an effort to refocus. “You have so many amazing plants.”

“I know.” Ramona’s wide grin lit up her entire face. 

“Are they all yours?”

“Not really.” Ramona waved her hand toward the door. “This was originally a recreation room for the patients, but when they’re in here we just socialize. They have no interest in gardening at all, so I take care of them by myself. But that’s not really what you’re intrigued about, is it?”

“Umm...” Mary began to wring her hands.

“It’s okay, I already know.” Ramona smiled. “You want to know about my eyes, don’t you?”

“I have so many questions.”

“I think I know
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