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​THE WEIGHT OF THE DEAD

​DISCLAIMER
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This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, places, events, and incidents are either products of the author's imagination or used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental.

This novel contains themes and content that some readers may find disturbing, including: graphic depictions of trauma and death, mental health struggles, obsessive behavior, substance use, systemic corruption, and the psychological effects of unresolved grief. The city of Blackthorn and all institutions, organizations, and individuals depicted within are entirely fictional and do not represent any real locations or entities.

If you or someone you know is struggling with mental health issues, grief, or trauma, please reach out to appropriate support services. The National Suicide Prevention Lifeline is available 24/7 at 988.

Reader discretion is advised.
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​PROLOGUE

The Death That Doesn't End
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The fluorescent lights in the pediatric trauma bay hummed with a frequency that made Gabriel Mercer's teeth ache. He'd been standing in the same position for twelve minutes—he knew because he'd been watching the clock above the door, the second hand making its relentless circuit while Dr. Reeves climbed onto the gurney and straddled the small body beneath her, continuing chest compressions with a mechanical precision that seemed both heroic and futile.

Twelve minutes.

The boy was five years old. Gabriel knew this from the chart, from the paramedics who'd brought him in, from the mother's screaming in the hallway that had finally been sedated into silence twenty minutes ago. Five years old. Seventy-three compressions per minute. Dr. Reeves's arms pumping. The boy's chest caving and rising. His skin had gone from pale to gray to something that looked like wax.

"Push another round of epi," Dr. Reeves said. Her voice was steady. It was always steady. She'd been doing this for fifteen years.

Gabriel had been doing this for three.

Nurse Kowalski moved with practiced efficiency, drawing up the medication, checking the dosage, pushing it through the IV line that Gabriel had placed seventeen minutes ago when the boy had still had a pulse. The line was good. Everything they'd done had been textbook. The intubation. The fluids. The medications. The compressions that were now entering their fourteenth minute.

Fourteen minutes of perfect CPR on a five-year-old body that had been struck by a car going forty-three miles per hour in a residential zone.

The monitor showed a flat green line.

Asystole. No electrical activity. No heartbeat. No life.

"Come on," Dr. Reeves muttered. She wasn't talking to anyone in particular. Maybe the boy. Maybe God. Maybe herself. Her arms kept moving. Compress, compress, compress. The sound was rhythmic and terrible—the soft crack of cartilage, the whoosh of air being forced from small lungs, the mechanical beep of the ventilator that was breathing for a child who would never breathe on his own again.

Gabriel's hands were shaking. He pressed them against his thighs, felt the dampness of blood that had soaked through his scrubs. Not the boy's blood—that had been minimal, mostly internal injuries—but someone else's from earlier in the shift. A stabbing victim. A domestic dispute. The ER had been chaos for six hours straight, and then the boy had arrived and everything else had fallen away.

Sixteen minutes.

"Recheck the rhythm," Dr. Reeves said.

Kowalski paused the compressions. The room fell into a silence that felt like suffocation. Everyone stared at the monitor. The green line remained flat. No blips. No irregularities. Nothing.

"Resume compressions."

Kowalski's hands replaced Dr. Reeves's on the boy's chest. Dr. Reeves climbed down from the gurney, her face flushed, her scrubs dark with sweat. She looked at Gabriel. Her eyes were tired. They were always tired, but tonight they held something else. Recognition, maybe. The understanding that they were performing a ritual now, not a rescue.

"Gabriel, check for a pulse."

He moved forward. His legs felt distant, like they belonged to someone else. He placed two fingers against the boy's carotid artery. The skin was cool. Cooling. He waited. Counted to ten. Felt nothing.

"No pulse."

Eighteen minutes.

Dr. Reeves looked at the clock. Looked at the boy. Looked at the team of people who had been fighting for a life that had probably been lost the moment the car's bumper made contact with small bones and soft organs.

"One more round," she said.

They pushed more epinephrine. More compressions. The ventilator continued its mechanical breathing. Gabriel watched the boy's face. It was peaceful. That was the worst part. Children always looked peaceful after a certain point. Like they were sleeping. Like they might wake up if you just tried hard enough, waited long enough, refused to accept what the monitor was telling you.

Twenty minutes.

"Stop compressions."

The room fell silent again. The monitor's flat line seemed louder in the absence of movement. Dr. Reeves placed her stethoscope against the boy's chest. Listened. Moved it. Listened again. She straightened slowly, removing the earpieces.

"Time of death," she said. Her voice was quiet. Professional. Empty. "21:47."

The words hung in the air like smoke.

Gabriel felt something crack inside his chest. Not break—that would come later—but crack. A fissure opening up in a foundation he'd thought was solid.

The team began the choreography of after. Disconnecting monitors. Removing the IV lines Gabriel had placed. Turning off the ventilator. Kowalski gently removed the endotracheal tube from the boy's throat. Someone—Gabriel didn't see who—pulled a white sheet up to the boy's chin.

Dr. Reeves touched Gabriel's shoulder. "You did good work tonight."

He nodded. Couldn't speak.

"Go help transport him to the morgue. Then go home. Get some sleep."

Gabriel nodded again.

The morgue was in the basement. Gabriel had been there dozens of times, but tonight the journey felt longer. The gurney's wheels squeaked. The hallway lights flickered. Somewhere above them, the ER continued its chaos—new patients arriving, new traumas unfolding, the machine grinding forward because it never stopped, never paused, never acknowledged that a five-year-old boy had just died despite twenty minutes of perfect CPR.

The morgue attendant was a man named Carl who'd worked at the hospital for thirty years. He had kind eyes and hands that moved with gentle efficiency as he helped Gabriel transfer the small body from the gurney to the steel table.

"Family?" Carl asked.

"Not yet," Gabriel said. His voice sounded strange. Distant.

Carl nodded. He'd heard that before. He pulled out the body bag—a small one, child-sized, which somehow made everything worse—and together they lifted the boy. He weighed almost nothing. Forty-seven pounds according to the chart. Forty-seven pounds of potential and future and birthday parties that would never happen.

Carl began zipping the bag. The zipper caught halfway up. He tugged gently, worked it free, continued. The sound was loud in the quiet room. Zip, zip, zip. Gabriel watched the boy's face disappear behind black plastic. First his chest. Then his chin. Then his nose. Then his closed eyes. Then his forehead. Then nothing.

Just a black bag on a steel table in a basement room that smelled like disinfectant and something else Gabriel couldn't name.

"You okay?" Carl asked.

Gabriel realized he'd been staring. "Yeah."

"First pediatric code?"

"No."

"But the first one that looked like this."

Gabriel met Carl's eyes. The old man understood. Some deaths were different. Some deaths carved themselves into you.

"Go home," Carl said gently. "Nothing more you can do here."

Gabriel nodded. Turned toward the door. Stopped.

"What happens if no family comes?"

Carl's expression shifted. Sadness, maybe. Or just weariness. "We wait seventy-two hours. Then the state takes over. Social services. Eventually a burial."

"Alone?"

"Usually."

Gabriel looked back at the black bag. The small shape beneath the plastic. A five-year-old boy who'd been alive this morning, who'd probably eaten breakfast and watched cartoons and had no idea that a car would run a stop sign and end everything before dinner time.

"Someone should be here," Gabriel said.

"Yeah," Carl agreed. "Someone should."

Gabriel sat in the morgue's waiting area for three hours. He told himself he was finishing paperwork. Told himself he was too tired to drive. Told himself a dozen lies that were easier than admitting the truth: he couldn't leave the boy alone.

The hospital moved around him. Shift change happened. New nurses arrived. Old ones left. Someone brought coffee to the nurses' station upstairs. Someone else ordered pizza. Life continued because life always continued, indifferent to the small body in the basement.

At 1:23 AM, Gabriel's phone buzzed. A text from Dr. Reeves: Go home, Gabriel. You can't save them all.

He stared at the message. Wanted to argue. Wanted to say he wasn't trying to save anyone, just keeping vigil, just making sure someone acknowledged that a life had ended and it mattered.

But he didn't text back.

At 2:15 AM, he finally stood. His knees cracked. His back ached. He walked to the morgue door, placed his palm against the cold metal, and stood there for a long moment.

"I'm sorry," he whispered.

No one answered.

He drove home through empty streets. Showered in water that never got hot enough. Lay in bed staring at the ceiling. Sleep didn't come. Every time he closed his eyes, he saw the boy's face. Peaceful. Wax-like. Disappearing behind the zipper.

At 4:17 AM, he gave up on sleep. Made coffee. Sat at his kitchen table. Watched dawn break over Blackthorn through a window that needed cleaning.

The boy's name had been Thomas. Gabriel had learned that from the chart. Thomas Whitmore. Five years old. Kindergarten. Loved dinosaurs according to the paramedics who'd talked to witnesses at the scene.

Thomas Whitmore died at 21:47 on a Tuesday in October, and no family ever came to claim him.

Gabriel would learn this three days later when he called the hospital and asked. The state had taken custody of the body. A burial had been arranged. No service. No mourners. Just a small casket lowered into the ground in a cemetery on the edge of the city where unclaimed bodies went.

Gabriel didn't attend the burial. He was working. Saving other lives. Moving forward because that's what you did in emergency medicine—you moved forward, you compartmentalized, you accepted that some patients died and you couldn't carry them all.

But Thomas Whitmore didn't stay buried.

He lived in Gabriel's dreams. In the space between heartbeats. In every child's face Gabriel saw in the ER. In the weight that settled on his chest and never quite lifted.

Seven years later, Gabriel would still feel the cool skin of Thomas's neck under his fingers, checking for a pulse that wasn't there.

Seven years later, he would still hear the zipper catching halfway up the body bag.

Seven years later, he would still be trying to answer the question that had formed in the morgue's waiting area at 1:23 AM: How do you live in a world where five-year-old boys die alone?

The answer, he would discover, was that you didn't live. You survived. You moved through days like a ghost. You opened a tattoo shop because creating beauty seemed easier than witnessing death. You slept in your truck outside City Hall because your apartment felt too empty. You answered every call, investigated every disappearance, chased every lead, because maybe—maybe—if you could save someone else, the weight would lift.

It never did.

But Gabriel kept trying.

That was the wound. That was the beginning. That was the death that didn't end.
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​CHAPTER ONE

Welcome to Blackthorn
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Gabriel woke at 4:17 AM with his neck bent at an angle that promised pain for the rest of the day. His mouth tasted like stale coffee and regret. The steering wheel had left an impression on his forearm—a curved red line that would fade by noon but right now looked like a brand.

He was parked outside City Hall.

Again.

The building loomed in the predawn darkness, all concrete and glass and the kind of architectural optimism that had died sometime in the eighties. Blackthorn's municipal heart. The place where decisions got made, or didn't get made, or got made and then unmade when someone with money objected.

Gabriel's truck—a 2008 Ford Ranger with 187,000 miles and a passenger door that only opened from the outside—sat in a loading zone that technically prohibited overnight parking. No one had ticketed him. No one ever did. The parking enforcement officers knew his truck. Knew him. Knew that he was either crazy or committed or some combination of both that made them uncomfortable enough to look the other way.

His phone sat on the dashboard. Thirty-seven unread messages. Nine missed calls. The screen was cracked in the upper right corner from when he'd dropped it three weeks ago chasing down a lead that had turned into nothing.

Most leads turned into nothing.

Gabriel picked up the phone. Scrolled through the messages without reading them. People asking for help. People offering information. People accusing him of being a fraud, a hero, a menace, a savior. The messages blurred together after a while. Everyone wanted something. Everyone had an opinion.

He set the phone down.

Outside, Blackthorn was waking up. A garbage truck rumbled past, its hydraulic arms lifting dumpsters with mechanical precision. Two blocks away, a siren wailed—ambulance, probably, heading toward Mercy General. A homeless man pushed a shopping cart down the sidewalk, his possessions covered with a blue tarp that flapped in the wind.

Gabriel watched a police cruiser pull up next to the homeless man. Two officers got out. The conversation was brief. The homeless man gestured. One officer pointed. The man gathered his cart and moved on, shuffling toward whatever corner of the city would tolerate him for another few hours.

This was Blackthorn. This was every morning.

Gabriel's neck throbbed. He rolled his head, felt vertebrae crack, and immediately regretted it. The pain sharpened. He'd been sleeping in the truck three, maybe four nights a week for the past two months. His apartment had a bed. A real bed with a mattress and pillows and sheets that he washed semi-regularly. But the apartment also had silence, and silence meant thinking, and thinking meant remembering, and remembering meant the boy's face disappearing behind the zipper.

Better to sleep in the truck.

Better to wake up already in motion.

He started the engine. It coughed, caught, settled into an idle that sounded like emphysema. The heater blew cold air for thirty seconds before warming up. Gabriel's breath fogged the windshield. He wiped it with his sleeve, leaving a streak.

The clock on the dashboard read 4:23 AM.

He drove.

Blackthorn at dawn looked like a city that had given up on pretending. The downtown core—what the mayor's office optimistically called "the revitalization district"—was a graveyard of failed businesses and FOR LEASE signs. Storefronts with soaped windows. Sidewalks cracked and heaving. Streetlights that flickered or didn't work at all.

Gabriel knew every block. Every alley. Every corner where something had happened—a mugging, an overdose, a disappearance that the police had marked as voluntary and the family had marked as suspicious.

He'd lived in Blackthorn for twelve years. Moved here for the ER position at Mercy General. Stayed because leaving felt like admitting defeat. The city had a way of holding onto people. Not through charm or opportunity, but through inertia. Through the simple fact that moving required energy, and energy required hope, and hope was in short supply.

The tattoo shop was on Fifth and Dalton, wedged between a pawn shop and a laundromat that had been closed for six months. The sign above the door read SKIN & INK in hand-painted letters that Gabriel had done himself seven years ago when he'd first opened. The paint was fading now. Peeling at the edges. He kept meaning to repaint it.

He kept meaning to do a lot of things.

Gabriel parked in the alley behind the shop. The back door's lock stuck—it always stuck—and he had to jiggle the key while pushing with his shoulder. The door finally gave way with a sound like a sigh.

Inside, the shop smelled like antiseptic and ink and the faint ghost of cigarette smoke from the previous tenant. Gabriel had scrubbed the walls when he'd moved in, but the smell persisted. Some things didn't wash out.

The front room was clean. Professional. Photographs of his work lined the walls—intricate sleeves, memorial pieces, cover-ups that transformed old mistakes into new art. A waiting area with two chairs that didn't match. A desk with a computer that took three minutes to boot up. A coffee maker that he'd bought at a yard sale for eight dollars.

Gabriel made coffee. The machine gurgled and hissed. While it brewed, he walked through the shop, turning on lights, checking that everything was in order. The tattoo stations were clean. The autoclave was ready. The appointment book sat on the desk, mostly empty.

Business had been slow for months.

People didn't want tattoos from someone they'd seen on the news arguing with city officials. Or maybe they did, but they wanted the spectacle, not the art. Gabriel had stopped taking appointments from people who asked about his "investigations" before asking about his portfolio.

The coffee finished brewing. He poured a cup. Black. No sugar. The first sip burned his tongue.

He sat at the desk and opened his laptop. Thirty-seven unread emails to match the thirty-seven unread texts. He scanned the subject lines:

PLEASE HELP - MY SISTER IS MISSING

You're a fraud

Information about the Riverside case

URGENT - Need to talk

Stop harassing my family

Gabriel closed the laptop.

The coffee was too hot but he drank it anyway, feeling it scald all the way down.

Marcus arrived at 9 AM with real coffee—the kind from the place on Eighth Street that charged six dollars a cup and made you feel like maybe civilization hadn't completely collapsed.

"You look like death," Marcus said, setting the cup on Gabriel's desk.

"Good morning to you too."

"I'm serious. When's the last time you slept? And I mean actually slept, not passed out in your truck."

Gabriel picked up the coffee. It was still hot but not scalding. Perfect. "I slept fine."

"You're a terrible liar."

"I'm an excellent liar. You're just an excellent detective."

Marcus pulled up the second chair and sat down. He was wearing his work clothes—khakis and a button-down shirt that probably cost more than Gabriel's entire wardrobe. Marcus worked in IT for a financial firm downtown. Made good money. Had a apartment with actual furniture. Went to bed at reasonable hours and woke up without neck pain.

They'd been friends for eight years. Met at a bar during Gabriel's second year in the ER. Marcus had been celebrating a promotion. Gabriel had been drinking away a shift where three people had died. They'd started talking and hadn't stopped.

Marcus was the closest thing Gabriel had to family in Blackthorn.

Which meant Marcus was also the person who worried the most.

"You're sleeping in your truck again," Marcus said. It wasn't a question.

"Sometimes."

"Gabriel."

"It's not a big deal."

"It's a very big deal. You have an apartment. You have a bed. You have—"

"I have insomnia and an apartment that's too quiet. The truck works fine."

Marcus was quiet for a moment. He had a way of being quiet that made you want to fill the silence, to explain yourself, to justify decisions that didn't have good justifications.

Gabriel didn't fill the silence.

Finally, Marcus sighed. "You're doing that thing again."

"What thing?"

"The thing where you pretend you're fine when you're actually falling apart."

"I'm not falling apart."

"You're sleeping in your truck outside City Hall. That's not the behavior of someone who's holding it together."

Gabriel drank his coffee. It was good coffee. Probably cost Marcus eight dollars, not six. Marcus always upgraded.

"I'm working on something," Gabriel said.

"You're always working on something."

"This is different."

"It's never different."

Gabriel met Marcus's eyes. Saw the concern there. The frustration. The fear that was harder to name but always present—the fear that one day Gabriel would disappear into one of his investigations and not come back.

"I'm okay," Gabriel said.

Marcus stood up. "No, you're not. But you're not ready to admit that yet, so I'm going to leave before we have the same argument we've had fifty times." He paused at the door. "Call me if you need anything. And by anything, I mean food, sleep, or a reminder that you're human."

"I'm human."

"Prove it. Go home. Take a shower. Eat something that isn't gas station coffee."

"This is artisanal coffee from the place on Eighth Street."

"You know what I mean."

Marcus left. The door chimed. Gabriel sat alone in the shop, holding his expensive coffee, feeling the weight of his friend's worry settle on top of all the other weights he carried.

He was fine.

He was always fine.

He just needed to keep moving.

By evening, Gabriel was driving again. The truck's heater had given up entirely, and the temperature had dropped into the forties. His breath fogged the windshield. He wiped it with his sleeve, leaving the same streak as this morning.

Blackthorn at night was different than Blackthorn at dawn. Darker, obviously, but also more honest. The city stopped pretending. The addicts came out. The sex workers took their corners. The bars filled with people trying to forget whatever they needed to forget.

Gabriel drove past Murphy's Diner, where the night shift nurses from Mercy General gathered after their shifts. Past the courthouse, where a homeless encampment had grown in the past month despite the city's efforts to clear it. Past the old factory district, where buildings stood empty and windows gaped like missing teeth.

He wasn't going anywhere in particular. Just driving. Just moving. Just trying to outrun the feeling that had been building in his chest since he'd woken up at 4:17 AM with his neck bent wrong and his mouth tasting like regret.

His phone buzzed. A text from an unknown number:

Keep digging. You're exposing them.

Gabriel stared at the message. He got texts like this sometimes. Anonymous tips. Cryptic warnings. People who claimed to have information but never provided details. Most of them were cranks. Some were people with genuine concerns who were too afraid to go to the police. A few were people who enjoyed watching Gabriel chase shadows.

He deleted the message.

His phone buzzed again. Same number:

Oak Street. Look closer.

Gabriel's hands tightened on the steering wheel.

Oak Street was six blocks away.

He told himself not to go. Told himself it was probably nothing. Told himself he should go home, take Marcus's advice, eat something real, sleep in an actual bed.

He turned toward Oak Street.

The poster was stapled to a utility pole between a liquor store and a check-cashing place. Rain had damaged it—the edges were curled, the ink slightly run—but the photograph was still clear.

MISSING in capital letters.

Below that, a face. A young woman. Early twenties, maybe. Dark hair. Bright eyes. The kind of smile that suggested she'd been laughing when the photo was taken.

ELLA HART, 19 YEARS OLD.

Last seen six days ago.

Gabriel stood in the rain, staring at the poster. Water dripped from his hair. His jacket was soaked through. He didn't notice.

Six days.

The police would say she ran away. Relationship trouble. Mental health issues. Young people disappeared all the time, and most of them came back, and the ones who didn't usually had reasons that made sense once you knew the full story.

But Gabriel had learned that the full story was rarely the story people told.

He pulled out his phone. Took a picture of the poster. Zoomed in on Ella Hart's face. She looked happy. She looked like someone who had a future.

She looked like someone who mattered.

Gabriel reached up and tore the poster down. The staples resisted, then gave way. He folded the paper carefully and put it in his jacket pocket.

The rain fell harder.

He stood there for another minute, feeling something shift inside his chest. Not the crack from seven years ago—that had never healed—but something else. A hook. A pull. The beginning of a current that would carry him somewhere he couldn't see yet.

He should walk away.

He should go home.

He should let the police handle it.

He got in his truck and drove to the police station.

The Blackthorn Police Department occupied a building that had been modern in 1973 and hadn't been updated since. Fluorescent lights. Linoleum floors. The smell of burnt coffee and bureaucracy.

Gabriel walked up to the front desk. The officer behind the glass was young—mid-twenties, probably fresh out of the academy. His name tag read CHEN.

"Help you?" Chen asked without looking up from his computer.

"I want to report a missing person."

"Name?"

"Ella Hart."

Chen's fingers paused on the keyboard. He looked up. "Already reported. Family filed six days ago."

"I know. I want to know what you're doing about it."

Chen's expression shifted. Recognition, maybe. Or wariness. "You're Gabriel Mercer."

It wasn't a question.

"I am."

"The guy who—" Chen stopped. Reconsidered. "What's your relationship to the missing person?"

"I don't have one. I saw her poster. I want to know what's being done."

"That's not really your concern."

"A nineteen-year-old girl is missing. That's everyone's concern."

Chen sighed. It was the sigh of someone who'd had this conversation before, or had been warned he might have it, or was just tired of dealing with people who thought they knew better than the police.

"Look, Mr. Mercer, I appreciate your... interest. But we have procedures. The family has been contacted. We're following up on leads. If you have information relevant to the case, I can take a statement."

"What leads are you following?"

"I can't discuss an ongoing investigation."

"Is it ongoing? Or did you mark it as a runaway and move on?"

Chen's jaw tightened. "We take every missing person report seriously."

"Do you?"

"Yes."

"Then why is her poster still up? Why hasn't anyone taken it down? Why is a civilian finding it six days later?"

"We can't monitor every poster in the city."

"You can't or you won't?"

Chen stood up. He was taller than Gabriel had expected. "Mr. Mercer, I understand you have a history of... involvement in these matters. But you need to let us do our job. If you have information, provide it. Otherwise, you're interfering with an investigation."

Gabriel pulled out his phone. Showed Chen the photo of the poster. "This was on Oak Street. Rain-damaged. Falling apart. If you're taking this seriously, why isn't anyone maintaining the posters? Why isn't anyone keeping her face visible?"

"We're doing everything we can with the resources we have."

"That's not an answer."

"It's the only answer you're getting."

They stared at each other. Gabriel could feel his heart rate increasing. Could feel the familiar anger building—not hot, but cold. The kind of anger that came from watching systems fail people over and over again.

"I want to speak to whoever's handling the case," Gabriel said.

"Detective Roark. He's not available."

"When will he be available?"

"I don't know."

"Can you find out?"

"Mr. Mercer—"

"Can you find out?"

Chen picked up a phone. Had a brief conversation Gabriel couldn't hear. Hung up.

"Detective Roark can give you five minutes. Wait here."

Gabriel waited.

Detective Roark looked like he'd been a cop for thirty years and was counting down to retirement. Gray hair. Tired eyes. A gut that suggested too many hours at a desk and not enough hours anywhere else.

He led Gabriel to a small interview room. Gestured to a chair. Sat down across from him with a folder that he didn't open.

"Officer Chen says you're asking about Ella Hart," Roark said.

"I am."

"What's your interest?"

"I saw her poster. I want to know what's being done."

"We're investigating."

"What does that mean?"

Roark leaned back in his chair. "It means we're following standard procedures for a missing person case. We've interviewed family and friends. We've checked her phone records, her bank accounts, her social media. We've issued a BOLO. We're doing our job."

"And what have you found?"

"I can't discuss details of an ongoing investigation."

"That's what Chen said."

"Then you already have your answer."

Gabriel pulled out the poster. Unfolded it on the table. "This was on Oak Street. Six days after she disappeared. Rain-damaged. Falling apart. If you're investigating, why isn't anyone maintaining these?"

Roark glanced at the poster. "We put up initial posters. After that, it's usually family or volunteers."

"So you put them up and forget about them."

"We don't forget. We prioritize. We have limited resources and a lot of cases."

"How many missing persons cases are you working right now?"

"I don't have that number off the top of my head."

"Guess."

Roark's expression hardened. "Mr. Mercer, I know who you are. I know you've inserted yourself into several cases over the past few years. I know you have a following online. But you need to understand something: we're professionals. We're trained. We have access to resources and databases and investigative tools that you don't. When you interfere, you make our job harder."

"I'm not interfering. I'm asking questions."
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