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        His enemies are closer than he thinks...

      

        

      
        When Ash gets a phone call from Detective Jenna Harkness, he knows he’s in for a whirlwind. She tells him an officer brought in a crazy man who might be of interest to him.

      

        

      
        The man thinks it’s 1969.

      

        

      
        But when Ash listens in when Harkness interviews the man—who identifies himself as Donald Douglas—he isn’t convinced that there’s much of a connection. That is, until Douglas lays eyes on Ash and spits in his face.

      

        

      
        The team soon discovers that Douglas is the latest hitman hired by the Gatekeeper to kill Heat. But they still haven’t figured out a way to stop the Gatekeeper and keep him contained under police supervision. And unlike Heat, he’s willing to change history to settle the score.
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            Chapter One

          

          Detective Harkness

        

      

    

    
      “One small coffee, please.” Detective Jenna Harkness rolls up her car window after ordering in the drive-thru lane. The nights have been getting chilly and it hasn’t quite warmed up yet this morning. She pulls up to the next window and pays before taking her cup, specifically marked “HOT,” and placing it securely in the center cupholder before merging back onto the street.

      Traffic isn’t too bad as she finishes her commute to the police station downtown. It helps that she doesn’t have to cross any bridges along her way. There are six of them that cross the river, four of which are downtown. It never seems to be enough for the rush hour drivers, though, which makes her grateful that her commute to the police station is relatively painless.

      After showing her badge to security, she pulls into the parking garage under the station and finds one of the reserved spots to park her black Honda. It’s nothing special—she doesn’t need anything fancy—but it’s fast when she needs it to be.

      Upstairs, she takes a careful sip of her coffee as she steps into the open office.

      “Good morning,” she says to Detective Walter Watkins.

      “Morning,” he grumbles.

      Setting her cup down on her desk, she hits the power button to her computer and gets settled into her chair.

      “D’you see that Lawson’s already bringing in the crazies this morning?” he asks from behind his desk a few feet away from Harkness’s. He nods across the room.

      Harkness looks over to one of the desks near the window. Officer Lawson is filling out paperwork. Across from him sits a dirty middle-aged man with greasy gray hair and a scruffy beard of the same color. His brown flannel shirt sits open, revealing a stained beige T-shirt underneath with a small hole forming in the corner of the shirt pocket. Rocking back and forth, he murmurs to himself, his eyes not focusing on anything specific.

      “What’s that about?” Harkness asks Watkins.

      He shrugs. “Who knows? Probably public intoxication or something minor. Either way, he’s weird.”

      “Hmm.” She turns her attention back to her computer and logs into her email. Updates on various criminal cases, time sheet reminders, and event invites all litter her inbox, which had been cleared Friday evening when she left for the day. As she does every morning, but especially on Mondays, she begins the process of deleting all the irrelevant ones.

      “You have a nice weekend?” Watkins asks.

      “Yeah, I guess,” she says. “Nothing special. The highlight was probably that I got caught up on paperwork.”

      “You need to get out, Harkness,” Watkins says. “You’re young! Live while you can still move!”

      She smiles politely and returns to her emails. The thirty years Watkins has put into the force shows in his creaky joints, graying hair, and vast amount of wrinkles. Quite the contrast to Harkness’s youthful appearance, which to her has always felt like a detriment to her credibility as a detective. That, and the fact that she’s a woman.

      Officer Lawson steps out of the office into the break room, apparently fed up with the progress he’s making with the “crazy,” as Detective Watkins so lovingly called him. Curious to know the story, Harkness decides her coffee needs an extra sugar and carries it into the break room where, thankfully, Lawson is alone. He’s leaning up against the counter playing on his phone while he waits for the coffee to fill.

      “Rough morning already?” she asks, shaking a pink packet of sweetener.

      “You don’t even know.”

      Lawson is about the same age as Harkness. Took a few extra years for him to get into the police program than her, which is part of the reason he’s still in uniform. From the few times she’s talked to him, Harkness knows that he’s a genuinely nice guy. And attractive. His dark features accent his strong jaw, which helps him be intimidating with people when he needs to be. Something that Harkness has always been a little bit envious of. But all-in-all they have a good working relationship. Perhaps he could even be someone that she could spend some of her weekends with, per Watkins’ suggestion.

      “Anything I can help with?” she fishes.

      Lawson rolls his eyes. “Not unless you can find that man his meds, which he’s clearly forgotten to take. He thinks it’s still 1969!”

      Her eyebrows shoot up, but she maintains eye contact with her coffee, mixing in the extra sweetener slowly. “Does he now…”

      “Yeah. He wouldn’t believe me when I told him it’s 2019.” He pulls out a Styrofoam cup and fills it from the carafe.

      “Where’d you find this guy?” Cradling her own cup, she sips it slowly and glances at him. Hopefully she can use her own unique charms to wiggle some extra details out of him. Not that it’s ever worked for her before.

      “Over at Riverside Park. Our guy apparently ran up to a woman jogging and ‘freaked out,’ as she put it. When she tried to brush him off he grabbed her and wouldn’t let go. Someone else saw it and called it in.”

      “Scary.”

      “What’s scary is that this guy doesn’t know what he was doing in the park, how he got there, or where he lives. He’s a nutcase.”

      With the confines of her reality recently expanded, Harkness asks, “Do you mind if I try to talk to him? Maybe he’ll respond better to a woman.”

      Lawson looks out the door, considering it. “He assaulted a woman this morning, Jenna.”

      “The building is filled with police officers, what’s the worst he’s going to do?”

      He sighs. “Okay. But be careful.”

      “Just take a seat at my desk and keep an eye out if it makes you feel better. It’ll be fine.” She hates being treated with extra delicacy just because she was a woman. More than once she has proven that she’s capable of handling herself.

      Back out in the main office, Harkness steps over to Lawson’s desk, sensing the number of eyes suddenly on her. She ignores them and turns to the man rocking back and forth. “Do you mind if I sit here?”

      He doesn’t look at her. Only continues to rock. “It doesn’t make sense.”

      “What doesn’t?” she asks.

      “I need to get back home.”

      Harkness takes a seat, still holding her coffee in both hands. “What’s your name?” She uses her sweet voice. “Maybe I can help you get back home.”

      Still rocking, he mutters, “It doesn’t make sense.”

      “What doesn’t?” she pushes. “We’re only trying to help.”

      “Joanie is going to miss me.”

      “Is Joanie your wife?”

      At last, he actually responds to her question. “No, daughter.”

      Smiling, Harkness says, “Okay! Do you want me to call her for you? Could she take you home?”

      “No, it doesn’t make sense. She needs me. I’ve gotta get home.”

      Just as quickly as it came, her smile fades. Instead, she tries something else. “Why don’t you tell me what happened in the park? What were you doing there?”

      The man’s head starts to shake. “I didn’t mean to hurt her.”

      “No, I’m sure you didn’t,” she says. “I’m sure she’s fine. She was just really scared. What did you want to say to her?”

      “I was scared,” he says.

      “Scared of what? What’s going on?”

      For the first time, he turns to her, tears in his eyes, saliva coating his lips, threatening to spill out. “He’s going to hurt her!” He slams his bound fists on the desk and rises to his feet.

      In an instant, Officer Lawson and Detective Watkins are there, each grabbing an arm of the grubby man.

      “Who?” Harkness pushes, ignoring her colleagues and springing to her feet as well. “Who’s going to hurt you?”

      “That’s enough, Jen,” Watkins says.

      “Let’s get you to a nice cozy cell, okay?” Lawson tells the man.

      Harkness follows them out. “Who is trying to hurt you?”

      “The man!” he shouts as he’s dragged toward the elevators. “The man in the leather mask! He’s going to kill her! I saw her! You have to help!”

      The elevator doors slowly shut, silencing the man’s shouts to muffled echoes.

      Stunned, Harkness stares at the closed doors as she replays the encounter in her head. Clearly, the man was unstable, but not dangerous. At least, not in an offensive way. From her best judgment, he’s only trying to protect his daughter.

      Joanie. Wherever she is.

      Despite the hasty assessment, Harkness believes Lawson might be right and that this man does need to see a mental health professional. So one of the first orders of business will be to make some phone calls to get him into a psychiatric center as soon as possible. Maybe once he’s on the right medication, he’ll be more likely to talk.

      The next order of business will be to identify and locate Joanie, if she even exists. Perhaps the man is schizophrenic and acting out a scene from his memory. The psychiatrist will be able to determine that for sure. Still, best to be safe than sorry. If Joanie is out there somewhere, Harkness doesn’t want to waste any time in finding her.

      The thing that gnaws at her most is the mention of the leather mask. Similar to the leather suit that Heat wears. She’s almost certain it’s not Heat—although, to be honest, she doesn’t know him that well. Still, the man never mentioned any flames, not to say that there weren’t any or that Heat just decided to cool it during their encounter, all puns aside.

      Despite that suspicion, though, she knows that this case is already too weird for the Ellsworth Police Department to handle on their own. Reaching for her phone, she pulls up the right number and anxiously waits as it rings.

      Just as it’s about to go to voicemail, he picks up, his voice haggard from the early hour. “Hello?”

      “Ash, this is Detective Harkness. I might have a case that requires your expertise.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

          Ash

        

      

    

    
      “My expertise?” I sit on the edge of the couch, the blanket still wrapped over my legs. With my free hand I try to wipe the sleep out of my eyes. Extending out my legs brings a groan to the back of my throat as my muscles stretch.

      “Did I wake you up?” she asks.

      “It’s okay,” I say as an admission. “I slept in too late anyway.”

      Glancing up, I note that Perry’s door is closed. Did he sleep in too? He’s going to be late to work.

      “Sorry,” she says. “You probably don’t want to be bombarded with this as soon as you wake up, but you’re the only one I know with…well, with this expertise.”

      “Please don’t mind my bluntness so early in the morning, but what are you trying to say?”

      “Do you know anyone…of your kind that, uh, wears a leather mask?”

      My mind goes instantly to the Gatekeeper. The one we’ve been searching for since he slipped away when the Ellsworth Science and Technology Research lab burned down. The one who is indirectly responsible for the deaths of several otherwise innocent people. The one who is somehow all that’s left of my family.

      “Yeah,” I say with a sigh. “I do.”

      “Great! I need to know who it is. And I need the CliffsNotes version.”

      “The what?”

      “Bullet points! Give me only the pertinent information.”

      “Well, it’s a long story. There isn’t really a…cliff version—what was that thing called?”

      “CliffsNotes. It’s…well, never mind. Right now I need as much information out of you as I can get in the next five to ten minutes. If you could make it two minutes that would be even better.”

      “You’re really putting me on the spot here.” The biggest things I wanted to think about this early in the morning was getting to the bathroom before Perry and getting my morning coffee. “Why do you ask?”

      “Well, we have someone in here who says that someone in a leather mask is going to hurt his daughter. Or rather, someone he says is his daughter. If this person even exists. He doesn’t seem the most reliable.”

      “You’re giving this guy a lot of credibility here. What other descriptions did he give for the person in a leather mask?”

      “He didn’t. Just said that the man in the leather mask was going to hurt her. Some of my coworkers think he’s mentally unstable, but he could also just be acting like that because of stress or lack of sleep or…anything, really.”

      “Yeah, and this guy in the leather mask could just be a copycat now that he’s seen me on TV and stuff,” I offer as another alternative. “Maybe he thinks that if I can wear a mask, so can he. Only, he’s going to use it to threaten people.”

      “Maybe,” she says, disbelievingly. “But I think this guy and his story are still worth checking out. He claims there’s a girl at risk here and unless we find concrete evidence that shows that he’s lying, we need to proceed as if someone is really in danger.”

      “Who is this guy who is giving you this story?” I ask.

      “Someone who was called in for harassing a woman at Riverside Park.”

      “Sounds like a stand-up guy.”

      “There’s more to it. I can tell you about it later.”

      “Did you get a name for the man?”

      “No, he got a little, uh, unruly and a couple other officers took him down to a cell.” Paper ruffles on the other end. “Ah…the arresting officer is calling him a John Doe on his paperwork, so he didn’t get a name either.”

      “Damn. That might help us determine how he could be connected.”

      “I know. It also poses a problem for me trying to track down his daughter to see if she actually exists and if she’s actually in danger.”

      “So what are you going to do in the meantime?” I run my hands through my matted hair.

      “I’m going to try to get him into a psychiatric center and maybe get him on some meds so he’s in a better headspace to talk to us.”

      “Do you think the drugs will work?”

      “It’ll be better than the responses I’m getting now,” she says. “He’s in shock, so he’s not really saying much. Getting him some treatment should help him.”

      “Why’s he in shock?”

      My question is interrupted by another conversation on her end.

      “Huh?” Harkness asks someone next to her, the phone temporarily pulled away from her. “Are you sure? Room #4? Okay, give me a minute.”

      “You there?” she asks a moment later.

      “Yeah, still here.”

      “They’re going to bring him up to one of the interview rooms,” she says. “The man said he’d talk to me, but only me. Looks like I just showed these boys a thing or two about kindness.”

      “Find out more about the mask and other features of the man who is threatening his daughter,” I tell her, realizing I haven’t given her any of the information she originally called for. “The man in the leather mask that I know goes by the Gatekeeper. At least, that’s what we call him. He wears a trench coat and he’s got a bit of a hunch because he’s in his seventies.”

      “In his seventies?”

      “Yeah. And see if this John Doe witnessed the Gatekeeper doing anything…super. He can create portals out of thin air. They look like giant balls of light. He’s the one who started the fire storm in the city back in July.”

      “That was him? I should write this stuff down.” On the other end, Harkness sorts through various writing utensils that clatter against the pencil holder and rings in Ash’s ears.

      “We haven’t figured out what exactly the Gatekeeper wants yet, but he certainly hates me,” I go on. “And he knows my name, so if that comes up it’s probably him.”

      “Your real name or…?”

      “Real name. It’s a long story.”

      “Sounds like it.” Through the phone, I can hear her tapping her pen on a pad of paper. “Actually, would you mind just coming down here? You can sit in on the other side of the interview room and see if you recognize him or if you pick up on anything else he might say. Maybe it’s a clue I’d overlook.”

      “When are you going to interview him?”

      She clears her throat. “Uh…now.”

      “Oh wow, okay.” I glance up at the clock on the wall. “Um…I’ll be there as soon as I can. Maybe half hour or so?”

      “Okay,” she says slowly with a sigh. Clearly, she doesn’t like my answer. It’s already a later start to the morning than I was expecting to get. “I’ll stall until then. Third floor. Let someone know you’re coming to sit in on the interview. They’ll bring you right in.”

      “All right, I’ll hurry.”

      “Thank you so much.”

      “No problem, thanks for calling. See you in a bit.”

      After I hang up the phone, I rub my face in my hands. That phone call has already made it a long morning and I haven’t even gotten out of bed yet. Well, what I consider my bed: Perry’s living room couch. Hopefully it’s not a sign of how the day is going to proceed but I don’t have high hopes.

      The sound of the toilet flushing in the bathroom pulls me out of my head. My eyes snap up to Perry’s bedroom door, which is still shut tight. When did someone else get in here? Slowly, I rise to my feet and step toward the bathroom door, waiting for whoever is inside to exit.

      The next moment, a short brunette walks out in one of Perry’s T-shirts and not much else. With her head down, she nearly collides with me and screams when she sees me. Perry whips open his door a second later and she runs right into him as she tries to escape back into the bedroom, slamming the door behind her.

      “What happened?” His eyes are slits from the rising morning sun.

      “I didn’t know she spent the night!”

      Violet Harrison, the one Perry’s been dating for the last month. She works in one of the administrative offices at Ellsworth Institute of Technology, where he is also employed. They’ve been acting like lovesick teenagers ever since they got together. I thought I had a night off from the sap, but I guess I was wrong.

      He gives me a bashful smile before looking down at the floor. “Yeah, last night was the first night we—”

      “Perry, I swear, if you say another word!” Violet shouts from the other side of the door.

      He gives another smile in an attempt to feign embarrassment but instead boasts his own blend of masculine pride.

      “Dude, I was right outside!” I yell back at him.

      “You didn’t hear anything!” He pauses, then asks, “Did you?”

      “Perry, would you shut! Up!” she shouts.

      “No, I didn’t hear anything!” I say, more for her benefit than for his. “But it doesn’t matter! That’s—you—just warn me next time and I’ll stay away.”

      He shrugs. “Sorry. I just thought since it’s technically my apartment…”

      I let out a heavy sigh and scratch my forehead. I can’t be too mad at him because I’m a guest here just as much as Violet is. The only difference is, I wasn’t the one who got an embarrassing wake-up call.

      “It’s just…gross.”

      “Sorry,” he repeats, then lowers his voice and steps closer to me. “For what it’s worth, though, I don’t think she will want to come over again when you’re here.”

      “Don’t think that I’m not listening!” she shouts from the other side of the door.

      He offers a cringing grin.

      I roll my eyes and let out a deep breath. “It doesn’t matter right now. I need to get going. Detective Harkness called and wants me to sit in on an interview.”

      “An interview? For what? Is this about you being an informant?”

      I glare at him, trying to convey to him that he should heed Violet’s advice and shut up.

      “Yes. Someone who…someone who might be connected to a case I have some information on.”

      He nods, finally taking the hint. “That’s good. When do you need to get down there?”

      “Like…now.”

      “Oh.”

      “Yeah,” I say. “Hence, why I needed to get in the bathroom before I ran into our unexpected visitor.” I raise my voice and turn to Perry’s door. “Sorry about that, Vie!”

      “It’s okay.” Her voice is small, nearly inaudible. I don’t think me talking about it helped the situation any.

      “All right, well let’s get going then.” He motions back to his room. “I’ll…I’ll just, uh…just give me a minute.”

      We turn away from each other, but a thought hits me. “Wait, aren’t you supposed to be at work?”

      He stops, his hand on the doorknob. “Normally, yes. We each took the morning off in case we wanted…breakfast.”

      “Gross.” I make a face and turn away, but another thought strikes me. “But you’re still going into work then, right?”

      “I was planning on leaving in the next hour or so. That’s why I got up.”

      “Do you mind leaving sooner so you can give me a ride?”

      He sighs, clearly disappointed. “Yeah, I suppose. I think this morning is pretty well ruined already.”

      “Sorry about that.” I look up at the clock again. “Well, let’s get a move on. I need to be at the police station in fifteen minutes!”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

          Ash

        

      

    

    
      Perry drops me off at the front of the police station downtown. Traffic is a mess with commuters trying to get to work. Men and women dressed in business attire march up and down the sidewalk on a mission to get to their office with as little human interaction as possible. Car horns beep from the next street over and the grumble of a loud exhaust radiates from the oversized truck waiting at the intersection at the corner.

      The merry sounds of a downtown morning.

      As I climb out of the back seat of Perry’s car, he calls to me over the roar of the outside noise, “Are you going to need a ride home too?”

      “No, I’ll catch a bus.” Casting a wave in their direction on my way up the front steps, I add, “Thanks for the ride! See you later!”

      Violet sat in the passenger seat the whole way here, not a single word spoken to anyone. Not that I can blame her after what happened this morning. And that’s not to mention her needing to get ready early—and in a hurry—on her morning off so that Perry could give me a ride. I haven’t really talked to her much but I know one thing for certain: we’re definitely not starting things off on the right foot.

      They’ve only been dating for about a month so I know he hasn’t told her the specifics of our arrangement. From her point of view, I look like a freeloader. Which I guess I am, to a point. I need to find another job so I can at least pay him something for rent. That would alleviate some of this guilt I’m carrying around.

      Through the front doors of the police station, I step into the marble-clad lobby and make my way to the group of people hovering near the elevators. Checking the time on my phone again, I see it’s already been a half hour since Harkness called. She’s probably already started the interview, which means I’m missing it. The odds have been stacked against me this morning, with each step forward presenting a new obstacle along the way. Hopefully this bad luck streak doesn’t continue.

      Finally, the elevator doors slide open and several people step off, allowing me and the rest of the group of people to pile in. It isn’t until the doors close that it occurs to me that it probably would’ve been faster to take the stairs. Checking my phone again, I see more time tick away until graciously, the doors open on the correct floor and allow me to pass.

      Finding the nearest person in uniform, I tell them, “Detective Harkness called and wanted me to observe an interview she’s doing. Do you know where to find her?”

      The uniform leads me down the hall to a door with a sign hanging that reads, “OBSERVATION ROOM #4 - INTERVIEW IN PROGRESS.” Looks like she did get started without me. Not that I can blame her.

      Inside, the transcriber sits at the counter closest to the window overlooking the interview room. Beside the door sits a man in a uniform, watching Detective Harkness and Detective Watkins talk to the man through the window. Taking a seat in the only open chair in the room, I try to catch up on what I’ve missed.

      The audio is quiet and from my vantage point I don’t get a very clear view of the man, but I can already tell that I don’t know him. At least, not that I remember. Middle-aged, dirty, gray straggly hair. I rack what little memories I have to try to connect him with family, friends, former teachers, even relatives, but I come up empty.

      “Your witness is here,” the transcriber says quietly into a mic when he sees me.

      After a minute, Harkness gets up and excuses herself from the room, opening the door to the observation room a few seconds later.

      She gives a sidelong glance to the officer sitting in the corner, then asks me, “What do you think?”

      I shake my head.

      “Hmm.” She looks through the glass as Watkins continues to talk to the man. “Turn up the volume, would you? We can barely hear anything.”

      The transcriber adjusts a knob and Watkins’ voice rings out louder from the speakers on the ceiling.

      “…help you if you talk to us,” he says in a soft tone that sounds fake, probably because it is. “If you don’t say anything, we’re going to have to go strictly with the facts: you were assaulting that woman. As for your alleged daughter, we have no reason—other than your word—to believe that she’s in any sort of trouble.”

      “Let me talk to the lady cop,” the man says. “I’ll only talk to her.”

      “Yeah, he wouldn’t say much with both of us in the room,” Harkness tells me.

      “How long have you been in there?” I ask.

      “Maybe ten minutes.” She watches Watkins and the man with her arms crossed and determination on her face. “I stalled as long as I could.”

      “Sorry,” I murmur.

      “We can’t allow that,” Watkins tells the man. “Not with the circumstances in which you were arrested.”

      “I didn’t mean to hurt her!” he says. “Please, let me talk to her.”

      “Why the fascination with you?” I ask her.

      “Maybe because I was the only one who was nice to him.” She glances over her shoulder to the officer. “Lawson picked him up.”

      With a nod, I catch Lawson’s unhappy stare from the corner. Looks like Harkness took over his case.

      “What has he said so far?”

      “Just restated what he said earlier—oh, and I don’t think I told you, he thinks it’s 1969.”

      My eyebrows go up. “Interesting.”

      “‘Crazy’ is more like it,” Lawson says.

      “My request to get him into a psychiatric center is still being processed,” Harkness explains to me. “I figured getting him in there and talking to him would be better than—where did Watkins go?”

      As if he heard his name, the other detective emerges through the door behind Harkness, stepping into the cramped observation room.

      “He’s not telling me anything.” With a groan, he takes a seat next to the transcriber. “Keeps insisting on talking to you, Miss Lead Detective.”

      Harkness repositions to address the whole room. “Maybe I should just talk to him then.”

      “Don’t be stupid,” Watkins says. “Remember what happened in the office this morning?”

      “What happened in the office this morning?” I look between each of them for an explanation.

      She waves it off. “He got a little agitated—”

      “He damn near assaulted her too!” Watkins interrupts.

      “He didn’t lay a finger on me!” she counters.

      The older man puts up his hands in surrender. “I’m just saying, we picked him up for assaulting a woman. Last I checked, you’re a woman.”

      “Last I checked, I was still a cop too,” she fires back.

      He shakes his head but doesn’t say anything else. Harkness crosses her arms and stares through the glass.

      The room goes quiet. The man in the interview room rocks in his chair, his lips moving but no sound coming from them—at least, nothing that we can hear through the speakers.

      “So what’s the next
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