
        
            
                
            
        

    



 DEADLY
RIDDLES


Book One






by


JACK PARKER


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 
















Copyright
© 2019 by
Jack Parker


Cover and
internal design © 2019 by
Jack Parker


ALL RIGHTS RESERVED


No part of
this book may be used or reproduced, in any manner whatsoever without written
permission except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical articles
and reviews.


This is a work of fiction. Names,
characters, places and events are products of the author’s imagination or used
in a fictious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or to
events or locations is entirely coincidental.


 


 


 


 


 
















CONTENTS


PART I


Chapter One


Chapter Two


Chapter Three


Chapter Four


Chapter Five


Chapter Six


Chapter Seven


PART II


Chapter Eight


Chapter Nine


Chapter Ten


Chapter Eleven


Chapter Twelve


Chapter Thirteen


Chapter Fourteen


Chapter Fifteen


Chapter Sixteen


PART III


Chapter Seventeen


Chapter Eighteen


Chapter Nineteen


Chapter Twenty


Chapter Twenty-One


Chapter Twenty-Two


Chapter Twenty-Three


Chapter Twenty-Four


 


 


 

















PART I


~ Framed ~






"Let the games begin" said the mysterious
voice over the phone. Mike
Anderson, game programmer, returns to the city of Houston after 15 years of pursuing
his career. Now he finds himself in the middle of a murder investigation where
he is the prime suspect












Chapter One


 


 


"And that brings me
back to the meat of the issue: How do we program the next generation of video
games? It starts with an idea." I said. I was giving a presentation at the
University of Houston on programming video games. I'm not the best presenter in
the world. I'm actually kind of shy, but I find that if you extensively plan
out everything you want to say, it takes away some of the nervousness.


"You can be the best
programmer in the world, but that won't be enough to make a quality game."
I continued, "It takes design, it takes planning. With strategy games in
particular, my specialty, I find that it isn't good enough to have a game where
you would just make pawn after pawn to use to defeat the enemy. The bar has
been raised. One of the first things strategy game programmers did a good
number of years back was to incorporate a strengths and weaknesses system. It
made it so that even if you are outnumbered, the right combination of units in
the right location might be all you need."


I paused for a few moments
giving me the time to grab a sip of the water bottle I had on the desk in front
of me and chew the gum in my mouth. Gum is an underrated stress reliever. It
gives you something to focus on so that you can drown out all of the anxiety
around you. And it's better than smoking in the sense that you can chew gum in
virtually any public setting. Besides, it's cheap.


"But now, I think
that bar has been raised again. In the real world, big guns don't win the wars.
Sometimes it's the knowledge of your surroundings, the ability to stay hidden,
battling from great strategic locations. Information, if used right, can be the
greatest weapon a person can have."


I struggled to keep my
eyes on the back wall of the room, so that it would seem like I'm engaging the
crowd. Locking eyes with one person makes me nervous. Usually I'll look at the
floor, but I also know that you can't look at the floor during a presentation
because you'll look silly. In any case, the presentation was almost over. I
clicked to the final slide.


"So when you are
programming a game, keep all of this in mind. And remember, sometimes the
simplest solution is the best. Thank you for your time." I said, ending
the presentation. I was never really good at ending speeches, so my conclusions
were always short and abrupt. But it's over nonetheless.


A few students rushed to
hand me their resumes and ask me questions. I answered what I could. I got the
feeling some people were just trying to make conversation so I would remember
them if it turned out my company needed to hire new people, but out of respect
I played along.


I guess I should back up a
bit. My name is Mike Anderson. I'm a game developer working for a company based
in Chicago. They were approached by the University of Houston requesting to
have someone do a presentation on the future of game design. My boss knows that
I grew up here so I got the assignment.


I should probably back up
a little further. I grew up in Houston, graduated high school in the top 10% of
my class and went to University of Illinois on a scholarship to study computer
science. Finished that and started working where I still work today, where I've
worked for the past 10 years. My life story in a paragraph, I know, but I'm
just not that complex of a person. I haven't done anything spectacular. I don't
have my own Wikipedia page. There will be no books written about me when I'm
dead. When I die, my obituary would probably say "He grew up, went to
college, got a job, and then died". Nice, short, and simple.


I got my stuff packed and
was ready to leave, when one of the students walked into the empty classroom
and got my attention.


"Hey, we're having a
LAN party up in the university center and if you want to come play video games
you are welcome." He said with a smile. I couldn't tell if he was trying
to angle his way into a potential job or if he just wanted to play games with a
game developer. I suppose we are somewhat of a celebrity to these guys.


"Sorry, I already
have plans for tonight." I responded. My 'plans' included heading back to
my hotel, getting on my laptop and play some online poker by myself. I was
never a social person. I was always nervous at parties. Not that I ever went to
parties, but I put myself in the situation mentally and I knew that's how I
would react. I'd have to deal with all the small talk, the forced conversation.
I was afraid to really say anything because I didn't want to come off the wrong
way to someone.


I play games with other
people all the time, but it's all online. Online gaming gives you the benefit
of playing against other people without the awkwardness of having to deal with
them in real life. If things got out of hand I could always turn the game off
to get away from it.


As soon as the last person
left, I finished getting my stuff together and left. The door had an automatic
lock, the university staff just wanted me to make sure I was the last person to
leave. I suppose they were afraid of students vandalizing equipment they paid a
lot of money for. Once I was outside the door I got out my mp3 player in order
to listen to a few songs while I made the walk to my car. After a few seconds I
found the song I would listen to first: "I Stand Alone" by Godsmack.


It's one of my favorite
songs, and I think it has to do with the fact that it's the title song from one
of my favorite games, Prince of Persia: Warrior Within. It's the second part of
the "Sands of Time" trilogy in which the prince is being constantly
chased by this unstoppable beast. After running for so long he finally decides
to take matters into his own hands and fight back, despite everyone saying it's
impossible.


When I listen to this
song, I like to pretend it's me running along the walls, slicing down waves of
bad guys with my sword. To those looking at me from far away I was just walking
back to my car, but inside my mind I was standing in the center of a room
surrounded by enemies hell-bent on taking me out. Gracefully I was able to take
them down one at a time. Completely ruthless, lacking any doubt and determined
to fulfill my quest or die trying. I was so engaged in my fantasy that wasn't
paying attention to the real world.


CRASH!! I was walking on
the sidewalk outside of the building and I bumped into someone head on.


"Hey! Can you watch
where you are going?" The guy yelled. Sometimes music can affect your
mood. I was still the prince, jumping from rooftop to rooftop in ancient
Persia. He would fight back, he wouldn't take defeat lightly.


"I was going to my
car, is there a problem?" I responded, heart beating a million miles per
hour. I wasn't about to let this guy push me around.


"Yeah there's a
problem! You ran into me!" He yelled back furiously waving his arms,
trying to act tough.


"The way I see it,
you could've moved out of the way too. Maybe you ran into me."


"Are you kidding me?
" He replied. We kept going back and forth, throwing insults at each
other. Neither one of us wanted to back down.


Maybe this was a stupid argument;
maybe it was both of our faults this happened. But why did he have to blame
this on me first?


And that's when reality
set in.


"Hello? Can you hear
me?" He asked in an angry tone, waving his hands in front of me. The
argument was all in my head. It had never happened. Of course it never
happened. I wasn't the prince, my name was Mike Anderson. I definitely wasn't
ruthless or determined.


"Sorry" I said
quietly as I went on my way. I didn't even think it was my fault. We bumped
head on, so that meant he could have avoided me too. But I felt like arguing
was a waste of time.


It always starts out
innocently enough. You are just trying to explain your side of the story. Most
arguments stem from a lack of understanding. You'll try and understand his side
of the argument while explaining yours. Both parties are calm and can discuss
things like adults. But then… something happens. Somewhere along the way it
turns ugly. No one wants to admit fault, they blame it on anyone but
themselves. Finally the argument becomes about being right rather than what the
truth actually is, and before you know it you have wasted minutes of your life
that you will never get back doing something pointless. I would rather just cut
through all of that, say I'm sorry and move on.


I finally made it to my
car and began the journey home. It was a rental, nothing special. Just
something to get me around Houston the few days I was here because the public
transportation system in Houston was pitiful.


The hotel was about a ten
minute drive from the college, but I didn't mind. It gave me time to think. I
loved driving around the city. It didn't have anything to do with driving a
nice car and zigzagging through traffic at incredible speeds like you might see
in The Fast and The Furious. Only when I was in my car could I truly be alone
with my thoughts. Sure, I'm usually alone in my apartment most of the day, but
I'm always either playing games or working. I never get the opportunity to just
sit down by myself, listen to some techno and think about nothing in
particular, just whatever came to me.


As I was driving I
couldn't help but notice the sun setting over the never ending sea of lights
that was the Houston skyline. To me this was one of the most awe inspiring
sights in the world. Each beam of light was different, whether it be a person
driving his car down the freeway or a worker sitting at his desk in his office
or a group of kids walking home under the streetlight. It's one of the things I
loved about Houston, this view, and it made me wonder why I left in the first
place.


I turned to my left as a
group of teenagers, probably in high school, were packed into a four door Sedan
about to pass me. They had the windows down, and you could tell they were
dancing to the music; as much as you could dance inside of a car at least. They
looked like they didn't have a care in the world. Thinking about what it was
like for me at that age made me grimace a little.


I didn't hate high school,
but I thought it was overrated. I wasn't beat up on a weekly basis, but I
wasn't one of the popular kids either. Not that I wanted to be anyway. They say
that high school is supposed to be the best four years of your life, but not
for me. You aren't free. You are forced to take classes on their schedule. You
eat when they tell you to, and if you don't feel good that day the only way you
could leave was after filling out all kinds of forms and making a number of
phone calls.


I never bothered going to
the school dances or sporting events, what's the point? What would I do? I
didn't know anyone. I wasn't a part of any of the school cliques. It was all a
huge distraction. In order to be popular you had to turn into this fake person,
and it just wasn't me. Besides, I think it's pretty obvious by now to you guys
that I wasn't the most socially capable person in the world. That life would've
torn me to shreds. I preferred to be a nobody. I could walk down the hallways
invisible. Just like now, when I drive down the freeway. Hundreds of cars,
hundreds of people within a mile radius of you yet you are never more alone.


Some people don't like
being alone, but I do. Alone means no one can ever hurt you or betray you. No
one will ever disappoint you or anger you. It means no one can ever make you
feel awkward or unwelcome or unaccepted. You never feel guilty or feel pity for
another person. You are in complete control of every decision you make.


I know this probably
sounds really depressing, but this is how I've lived my life for the past 20
plus years. Every time I've been forced to interact with other people, whether
it be at work or in public, I'm always looking forward to going back to my
apartment and working on my latest project or playing games or watching TV.


I finally made it back to
my hotel. It wasn't the really expensive kind that does room service and puts a
mint on your pillow, but it was a decent one that had a lobby, free breakfast
in the morning and three stories of rooms with elevator service. There was a
pool with a spa just outside. I walked through the lobby to the elevator, and
finally to my door. I pulled out the key. It was a regular key and not one of
those new card keys. I guess this hotel hasn't gotten that memo yet. As I went
to unlock the door I found that it was already unlocked. I was sure I locked my
door before leaving, but I could have forgotten.


No, I couldn't have
forgotten. I never forget to lock the door. I'm always the careful, planning,
organized type. I always make the extra check to make sure I have everything
before I leave a good thirty minutes before any normal person would leave for a
special presentation. After all, you don't want to get lost or stuck in traffic
or show up only to find you left something at the hotel. I always lock the door
and then jiggle the handle to make sure it's locked, and then push on the door
to make sure the door closed all the way. I definitely locked the door. That
means someone had been in my room, or maybe they were still there.


I took a few deep breaths
to calm myself down and threw another stick of gum in my mouth before slowly
opening the door. I put my bag containing my laptop down so I would have an
extra arm just in case I was ambushed. With all the preparation and caution I
took opening the door, nothing prepared me for what I was about to walk into.


With my first glance into
the room I caught someone's eyes, wide open staring up at the ceiling. He was
on the floor, covered in blood with what looked like multiple bullet holes in
his chest. Someone had been killed in my room. The panic started to rise in my
chest. A man was dead! Which meant someone must've shot him, which meant the
killer could be nearby. I tried to remain as quiet as I could. I didn't want to
bring attention to myself, but I felt as if my heart thumping inside my chest
would make my presence known. What do I do?


Step one would be to
remain calm. I had never been in a situation like this before, but if I
couldn't gain control of my mind and body and overcome the panic, I wouldn't be
good to anyone. Step two was to call the police. I carefully and quietly
maneuvered to the phone at the other end of the room. Before I could get to the
phone, it began ringing. I jumped like a scared cat. Who would be calling me?


"Hello?" I
asked, picking the phone up.


"Let the games
begin." said the person on the phone in a deep voice.


"Who is this? Who are
you?" I yelled into the phone. But he had hung up. I was confused. I was
scared. Who was this guy? How did this guy know I was in the room? I just got
here, I just happened to go towards the phone and...


The window. It was
positioned in such a way where I would pass the window on the way to the phone
from the body. I hung up the phone and looked out the window. It was facing one
of the downtown streets. Looking right across the street to a warehouse
building on the other side, I could see the shadow of someone in one of the
upstairs windows waving. I couldn't tell much in the glimpse I got before he
left, but it looked like he was a built man with medium length hair.


Just then the door opened
again, I turned around to find myself face to face with two police officers
with their guns drawn yelling at me to put my hands up. At this point I
realized the gravity of the situation. I was the only person in the room, and
this guy had just been shot to death. Someone probably heard the murder in one
of these rooms and called the cops. And now they probably think I killed him.
The real murderer most likely planned it to work out this way, framing me for
murder. But why me?


"Mike Anderson? You
have the right to remain silent..."


 


 

















Chapter
Two


 


 


Chief of Police Dan Taylor
walked into the interrogation room with a confident smile across his face.
That's about the best look I got out of him before my eyes became glued to the
floor. But in the glimpse I got all the look I needed. Taylor looked to be in
his 50s, not built but not completely out of shape either. I could tell he was
a cop even without the police uniform just from the way he carried himself.
Hair turned white long ago, but at least he still had most of it. His face was
rounded, with white eyebrows, brown eyes, a big nose, and a huge mustache.


Chief Taylor walked to the
table where I was already seated and he sat down on the other side. He probably
saw my eyes glued to the floor, with my arms above my head on the table. I had
calmed down, but I wasn't about to talk to just anyone yet, especially someone
that thinks I killed a guy. I hadn't spoken since we left the hotel, so he
chose to address my appointed lawyer instead.


"We received a call
from the hotel your client was staying at. Someone said they heard shots. We
actually received multiple calls." the chief started in a slow, deep voice
"A patrol car was there within minutes and we found the source of the
gunshot in your client's room. When we got there Mr. Anderson was in the room
by the window, alone. The body of the victim, Randall Briggs, was on the floor.
He was dead."


Briggs. That name sounded
familiar but I couldn't place it. I remember one of the bosses in Golden Sun 2
was named Briggs. Maybe that's where I remember him from. I saw the guys face
for a split second. I was getting nothing, but the guy might've been 10-20
years younger and could've looked a lot different. Maybe he was an old high
school teacher or worked at a store a frequented. Or maybe this was all just
one big coincidence.


"A gun was found near
the body, registered to Mr. Anderson." the chief continued, "It was
three rounds shy of a full clip. We found three shell casings by the body,
three bullet wounds, and three bullet holes in the wall on the other side of
the room. The recovered bullets were the same caliber as the gun. The lab still
needs to confirm that it's the murder weapon, but I have a hunch it will come
back a match."


I had a gun that I bought
for protection years ago. It was a just in case thing. I've never shot the
thing. I always say you can never be too careful, but apparently you can.


"Any prints? Any
gunshot residue on my client?" The lawyer finally chimed in.


"The gun was wiped
clean, and he could've worn gloves or washed his hands after." Taylor
responded.


"Your evidence proves
that someone found and fired my client's gun. Anyone could've murdered Randall
Briggs."


"The body was found
in your client's hotel room, while your client was there."


"It's his hotel room!
It could be just coincidence that he walked into his room to find the body
right as the killer escaped. Your theory is that my client shoots some stranger
in his hotel room. There's no motive, there is no evidence that puts the gun in
my client's hand. No jury is going to buy that story."


"Who says he didn't
know the guy?" The chief asked. I was starting to get uncomfortable in the
position I was in. My head was on edge of the table with my eyes glued to the
floor. I was afraid to move as I didn't want to draw attention to myself in the
room. The lawyer and cop were going at it right now and I was fine being
invisible to the world once again.


"There was no
evidence they knew each other. No witnesses saw them together entering the
hotel. No phone records connecting the two. They lead completely different
lives. Mike is from Chicago in town for a presentation at the University and
Briggs is a manager at a fast food restaurant." Said the lawyer, but I had
a feeling he was wrong. It was something I remembered when I first walked into
that hotel room. His eyes. I couldn't quite place where I remembered them from.
I knew the Chief was about to drop a bomb on us.


"You might want to
take a look at this article then." I heard the shuffling of paper,
probably a folder with the newspaper article inside, "He has lived in
Chicago for the past 15 years, but grew up right in this very city. Our
detectives had a hunch and did a search of old newspaper articles and we found
this."


And all the sudden
everything clicked, memories forgotten came back in an instant like a fog had
been lifted. It had been almost 25 years ago when I was little. I was walking
home from school like I did every day. It was just a normal street, a two lane
road with a sidewalk on both sides. No median. It was a cool spring day, the
sun mostly covered by clouds, but not threatening to rain. I walked with my
head down, trying not to step on the cracks in the sidewalk. It was something I
did to keep myself entertained on the walk home.


In the distance I could
hear tires screeching, a horn honking. It took me a second to react to the
noise, to look up, but by then it was too late. I was face to face with an
oncoming car. It was just an old four door sedan with a giant grill. He didn't
see the guy in front of him stop and had swerved to avoid it, but was now
headed straight at me. By the time I could think to do anything it was already
too late. The last thing I saw was the driver's eyes in that split second. He
had this panicked look on his face. He knew that in the next moment, both of
our lives would never be the same.


The car hit me in straight
on, right above my knees. The momentum of the sedan forced me onto its hood,
cutting my legs up on the grill. I kept moving forward until I hit the
windshield with enough force to shatter it. I closed my eyes when I heard the
glass break; they were useless to me now.


By this time the car had
screeched to a stop in the grass on the other side of the sidewalk and I was
thrown off the windshield, or what was left of it, and I landed in the grass a
few feet away awkwardly on my side. This all happened very fast, probably in
within a second or two, but to me it seemed to take forever.


There I was, lying face
down on the grass with my eyes closed. That's when the pain set in. My legs
were cut up, but my left leg had a deep gash about a foot long that went almost
past my knees. I was hurting everywhere. My legs hurt. My back hurt. My head
throbbed from the collision with the windshield. I wouldn't wish that much pain
on anyone, ever. Fortunately for me I wasn't conscious for long.


I woke up in a hospital
covered in bandages a few hours later. Both of my legs were broken, the left
leg had to be stitched up. I had broken two ribs. The rest of my body was sore.
Whatever drugs I had been given had numbed the pain, but I was still hurting
everywhere. I was out of the hospital a week or so later on a wheelchair.
Eventually that turned into crutches and then finally I could walk on my own
about a month later. The doctor said that due to the muscle damage I probably
shouldn't go for sports or do anything too physically taxing on my leg. I had a
permanent excuse out of gym class.


"Nine year old hit by
reckless driver." The lawyer read the headline, confirming my suspicions.
Randall Briggs was the guy that hit me with his car over 25 years ago. My arm
started to get damp. Reliving that story usually brings me to the brink of
crying. But I had to hide it, especially from the cop. Any reaction and he
would be on me fast.


That was the last nail in
the coffin. The killer made sure to get someone that I would have a motive
against. I couldn't breathe. They thought I was a murderer? They think I would
kill this guy?


Wouldn't you?


A voice in the back of my
mind asked; the voice that always doubts and questions my motives. Always there
when I mess up in life to rub it in my face, like when I get accused of murder.
Of course I wouldn't, I couldn't. I'm not a fighter. I don't take revenge on
anyone.


But everyone has a
breaking point. This guy ruined your life.


He didn't ruin my life. My
life is perfectly fine right now. I love my job. I have a nice place in Chicago
that I enjoy. This self-debate was interrupted by the police chief.


"Here's my theory,
tell me if you think a jury would buy it." The chief said, now speaking to
me, "You had Briggs meet you in your hotel room. You probably had good
intentions. Maybe you just wanted closure. The two of you hang out in your room
and talk about the past. Then something happened. We'll never know what exactly
it was, but things got heated. All that anger built up over twenty-five years
came unleashed, and the result was three gunshot wounds to the chest, killing
Briggs instantly."


He just described a scene
that never happened. I would never have done that. I wouldn't have invited him
up for drinks. I would've avoided him like the plague. Anyone that knows me
would know how I am. Of course, no one knows me.


I should've told him that
I would never do this. It's just not in me. I should've told him about the
phone call I received from the killer. But instead I said nothing. They
wouldn't believe me. They had evidence they needed. They wouldn't believe that
someone called me, taunting me over the phone.


There couldn't have been
enough time for all of these events to happen as I had just gotten back from
the college. It was impossible for me to kill someone in a few moments right?
But who could vouch for me that I got back when I did? The guy at the lobby
probably wouldn't be able to accurately say when he saw me enter the building,
if he even remembered me entering the building. The chief would just claim I
had rushed back to the hotel ten minutes before the murder.


They gave me the option to
plea out: life with the possibility of parole. Maybe they felt sorry for me. Or
maybe they didn't want to have to waste money on the trial. I didn't answer, so
they gave me 48 hours to make a decision. Then they led me out of the room and
into a holding cell. The tears I had stifled during the interrogation finally
burst loose and rand down my face.


My life was over. I would
spend the rest of my life in jail, and there was nothing I could do to stop it.
How could I prove I was being framed? I didn't even know who would this guy
was. Was it someone from my past? Someone who thought I had wronged them? It had
to be. But I couldn't think of anyone that would be. I hit my hand a few times
against the bench I was sitting on. I was powerless to do anything, and the
cops wouldn't help me if they think I'm the killer.


Am I hearing this right?
The guy who has been on his own all of his life now wishes there was someone
with him to help?


But what else can I do? I
don't have a clue who this person is.


Maybe if you had gone to
that party none of this would've happened. But instead you chose to go back to
your hotel room alone. You're afraid of being around people and now it's going
to be your downfall. No one knows you, no one has any reason to trust you or
help you.


You're wrong. What about
all the things I avoid by choosing to be on my own? I see it happen all around
me. People spend years together and build trust, and it all gets torn down in
an hour of fighting. When a married woman is killed, don't they always look at
the husband first? Happiness doesn't last. People get hurt, people get
betrayed. Why would I want to deal with that? I have been a loner for a long
time now and I don't see a reason why I should quit now.


I spent nearly an hour
thinking about my predicament before the guard unlocked the cell I was in and
told me to get out. I thought I was hearing things. I made sure he was saying
what I thought he was, then I got up and followed him to the front booth and
they gave me my stuff back. Basically it was just my wallet, key chain, and my
suitcase. They said they were keeping my laptop as it was evidence.


"I don't understand,
I-I-I'm being let go?" I asked, saying my first words since the cops
showed up at the hotel.


"You are being
released on your own recognizance." He said. I still didn't understand,
they were letting me go?


"I-I-I don't
understand." I said with a stutter.


"Officer Monroe will
answer any questions you might have." He replied. Monroe? I knew a Monroe,
but it couldn't be...


"Michael?" A
woman in her mid 30s walked to the booth. She had medium length brown hair,
brown eyes and a nice smile.


"Jessie?"


Well, what do you know;
another blast from the past.


More to come…


 


 

















Chapter
Three


 


 


Jessica was someone I knew
from a long time ago. When I was 7 years old we moved into a new house in a new
neighborhood during the summer. It was a small little subdivision with a park
at the end of one of the streets that was open to the public. My parents
decided I should play outside more, so they would drop me off at the park down
the street and let me play around for an hour or two. I know, it sounds like
horrible parenting, but these were different times.


Every afternoon I got
dropped off at the park, and there would be a group of kids playing kickball
that were all around my age. I don't know what gene it is that kids have that
allows them to just walk up to people they don't know with the confidence that
they had known each other for years, but I didn't have it. I would just sit and
watch these kids play kickball while going back and forth on the swings. This
went on for about a few weeks. And then one day one of the kids approaches me.


"We need someone to
make the teams even. Wanna play?" I turn towards the voice and find that
it's none other than Jessica asking me to play kickball.


So I joined their game. I
had never played the game before, but the rules are pretty easy to pick up on.
I was of about average skill it turned out; nothing stellar, but not noticeably
bad. And I had a ton of fun playing with the neighborhood kids until finally my
parents called me back for dinner.


The next day I was back on
the swing. I happened to make it there before Jessica did. When she made it to
the park, she saw me and invited me to the game. I began to notice that she
would show up about the same time every day. So I started making sure I would
get to the park first. This went on for the rest of the summer. We had this
weird ritual where she would ask me to join their game because I was too afraid
to approach these kids myself.


Then school started and we
stopped playing in the park everyday. I was in 3rd grade that year. It turned
out she was in my class. Apparently we were the same age, only a two month
difference. I was the older one. She sat next to me and we started talking. It
was weird, because that was probably the most we had talked since we had first
met at the park over a month ago. I guess there isn't much room to talk when
you are playing kickball in the park. I had made a friend that day, the first
day of 3rd grade. Jessica was probably the only person in the world I would
ever come to call a friend in my life.


We were pretty close. Her
mother had died from cancer when she was a baby, but her father was like my 2nd
dad. He would take us to see the Astros play every now and then. Or we would go
to Astroworld for the day and ride the roller coasters. My favorite was the times
we would play board games. I was really good at games like Risk or Axis and
Allies. Of course, considering what I am doing now that probably isn't that
surprising.


Of course, we grew up.
High school came around, she had her own friends. We still hung out every now
and then. We would be in one or two classes every year together and sometimes
do homework or study. And then we both graduated and I went out of state for
college.


Not really much of a
story. Maybe you were expecting us to stay together and live happily ever
after, or maybe you expected a falling out. We both went our separate ways when
we grew up and had no hard feelings. And now here I was, looking at the same
girl I knew from when I was a little kid but now we were both in our mid 30s.


We stopped at a Denny's to
catch up. Or rather I should say, she stopped at a Denny's and I went along
with it. If it were up to me, I'd have found another hotel for the night and I
would be on my laptop playing some kind of game. But Jessica broke me out of jail
so I guess I owe her a meal and some awkward small talk right?


I'm not even completely
sure how she did it. Maybe her position at the police station lets her release
people, even murder suspects. Or perhaps she pulled some strings. Let people
know she knew who I was. I was a little curious as to the details of my
release, but not curious enough to start asking questions that would only
result in more nervous conversation.


"So, are you guys
ready to order?" The waitress asked.


"I'll have an
All-American slam with hash browns." Jessica said, handing the waitress
her menu.


"And you, sir?"
She asked me. I wasn't ready. It had been such a long time since I had been
inside a restaurant that I had almost forgotten how things went.


"Um. I-I...would
l-like some eggs. M-maybe some b-bacon too." I muttered.


"How would you like
your eggs?"


I didn't know what she
meant. There was more than one way to have your eggs? I couldn't think of how
to answer the question, but Jessica stepped in and saved me.


"Just make that 2
All-American slams." she said politely. Then she turned back towards me,
"So, what brings you here?"


"I, uh, gave a
presentation at the college." I replied.


"Oh really?" She
said with a chuckle. I bet she was imagining the guy who just struggled to
order food at a restaurant give a 30 minute speech in front of a large group of
people.


"So, I hear you do
some kind of game programming these days. Anything I've heard of?" She
continued.


"Well, uh... have you
heard of Army Heros? Strategy game I was involved in."


"That's nice."


We continued small talk.
She told me her story about how she became a cop, and then got promoted to
detective. It wasn't any more interesting than my story about how I became a
game designer. Although, somehow her story took more time to tell.


And the conversation
dragged on. I was always horrible just making conversation like this. There was
just no logic to it. Both of you talk back and forth about... whatever you
want. But nothing ever comes of it. No problem being solved, just words being
spoken.


You probably think I'm
this guy that's quiet and never say anything. I can hold conversations with
people if it fulfills a goal of some kind. If I have a moment to think about
what I need to ask or say before I say it, I'm fine. But small talk is
different. It's ad lib speech. There really isn't much thought being put into
what is said.


"Mike?"


"Yes?"


"You didn't answer my
question." she said, a little worried. I didn't hear what she had asked.


"I-I'm sorry. I
k-kinda spaced there for a bit." I muttered nervously. I hoped she wasn't
angry at me.


"Hey, don't worry.
You must have a lot on your mind." She responded, finally the subject
changed to the incident at the hotel, "So, what are you going to do about
this murder charge?"


"Nothing." I
answered after a deep breath, staring at the wall behind her. There was nothing
to do except for hope to God that somehow a jury believed I had been framed.


"You can't just do
nothing!" She responded with an angry look on her face.


What can I do? He has
enough evidence to sink me. I don't even know who this guy is framing me.
Besides, I've never been in a fight in my life!


I could feel my heart rate
quicken. I took another deep breath.


"How do I catch a guy
when there is no evidence against him?" I ask calmly.


"I don't know, but
it's not like you have anything to lose here."


Hope.


I wanted to speak out, but
instead I held my tongue because I couldn't think of anything good to say. So
Jessica continued talking.


"I figured this sort
of thing would be right up your alley." She said, calming down. "I
bet you play games like these every day on your computer."


But this isn't a game!


Apparently it was to the
killer. I thought back to that phone call I got from the killer. Let the games
begin, he said. Was that some kind of a challenge? Was this guy toying with me?


All my life I had avoided
the spotlight. I never had to deal with conflict because I always ran away from
it. But now I couldn't get away. I had to fight back. Did I have a choice? The
prince never had a choice. He never chose to fight back. He was always forced
into action by some cruel twist of fate. Maybe we had more in common than I
thought.


"Information." I
muttered softly.


"What?"


"Information, if used
correctly, could be the greatest weapon a person can have." I continued no
stutter in my voice now. "I said that earlier today when I was talking
about strategy game design."


"Does this mean you
are going to try and catch this guy yourself?" She asked, her smile
returning.


"Yes, but I'm going
to need all the help I can get." I said. The killer knew who I was
obviously. Probably even knew who Jessica was. We needed to find people he
doesn't know about.


"Well, I probably
won't be able to get any official cooperation from the cops, but I know some
private detectives who could help out. The look on the chief's face when we
catch the real guy is going to be priceless. I'd be on the short list for a
promotion."


She obviously had her
reasons for helping me. Recognition from her boss and helping out an old friend
were probably motivating factors for her. But for me? My freedom was on the
line.


I told her my plan.


She insisted I stay at her
place on the West side of town, outside of the loop. I tried to refuse, but
guilt once again forced me to accept her offer. It was a small little one
bedroom townhouse. She told me that I would be sleeping in her bed and she had
the couch, which only made things more awkward. Don't get me wrong, I've slept
in beds that weren't mind obviously. After all, I was supposed to be staying at
a hotel tonight. But it's been a long time since I've slept in someone else's
room.


It made me uncomfortable.
I can't really explain why I get that way either. Maybe I knew it was her room
and I was afraid I would mess it up. Maybe it bothered me that I was intruding
on her privacy somehow. Or maybe I was nervous that this was the first time I
had seen Jessie in well over a decade and it was like we had picked up where we
left off back when we were in high school. Only, after fifteen years in Chicago
she felt like a stranger to me.


I had already got
comfortable in her room. She came out of the bathroom having gotten ready for
bed wearing a nightgown and made her way to the door to the living room. I
guess it didn't bother her to dress in extremely casual clothing around an old
friend, but it bothered me. Even though we were just friends, I thought Jessica
was a stunningly beautiful woman. Hey, I was only human.


Why does it bother you?
You two grew up together. You were close back then.


I don't know. After all that
time away from home and just coming back now, it's like she's a different
person.


She's still the same
person you knew when you were a kid. Being separated for a long time doesn't
erase all of those memories.


Needless to say, as
uncomfortable as I was, I had a hard time getting to sleep that night.


 


 


 

















Chapter
Four


 


 


In most of the strategy
games I've programmed or played, there usually would be some kind of scout
unit. They are called different things in different games, but they usually
have a few characteristics in common. They are usually the fastest units in the
game, but they don't pack much of a punch in combat. The first mistake a gamer
can make with strategy games is to underestimate the abilities of the scout
unit. People tend to like the brute force approach. I find that if you know
more than your opponent does, it takes less effort to defeat him. And that's
what led me to come up with this plan.


The plan was pretty
simple. I couldn't begin to find evidence against this guy until I knew who this
guy actually was. It also couldn't hurt to find out how he is gathering
information. So the plan was to go to a store, specifically an electronics
store for no reason other than I needed a new laptop since my old one was at
the police station. Once at the store, I would place a folded piece of paper
containing important information on one of the shelves as if I were trying to
send information to someone without making actual contact. Something like
"meet me at 8 tomorrow night".


The killer might very well
be following me. He was at the hotel, so he must have some general idea of
where I am at all times. If he is, then this might bring him into the open. We
can follow him and see if he gives us any information that will lead to a way
to catch the guy.


"But what if he
doesn't take the note?" Jessica had asked after I explained my plan.


"It's actually pretty
simple." I continued, "We keep doing this over and over again placing
the note in more obvious locations. At the end we'll probably just meet in
public somewhere outdoors, I'd hand you an envelope and you would read it and
then throw it away. If he's following us, he would probably look in the trash
after we left. Then the plan continues like I talked about."


"But what if that
doesn't work?" She wondered.


"Well, we would have
to assume he knows it's a trap. I don't think he could afford to pass up free
information otherwise. And I'm sure he has some kind of surveillance on
me." I replied, hoping that was a good enough reason for her. I didn't
tell her about the phone call. The guy basically taunted me into playing his
game. I was sure he wasn't just sitting back hoping the cops didn't show up at
his house.


I was standing in front of
a rack filled top to bottom with different brands of gum and candy. I go through
like a pack a day of gum, but fortunately they sell the stuff everywhere. I
could never figure out which brand or type of gum I wanted. There are so many
out there. And I wasn't the type that got the exact same kind every time.
Usually I'd end up getting a few different packs of maybe three brands I
narrowed it down to, and the clerk would give me this look every time.


We were at a Best Buy in
one of the shopping centers just outside the loop, the perfect place for our
trap. It wasn't easily accessible by foot, so they would have to follow us by
car. There were many stores and a small little food court area so that we could
try our trick in different scenarios. Most important though was the fact that
it wasn't downtown, less people, less traffic.


I had already placed the
note on the shelf. And I was walking out of the store to my car where the hand
radio the private detective had given me was. It was a pretty nice little radio
that could pick up all kinds of frequencies. They wanted me to have an earpiece
so that I could hear what they were saying, but I decided against it. I didn't
want to risk him seeing me with it on and figuring something was up. So I
wouldn't know what happened till I got back to the car I had parked on the edge
of the parking lot next to a Cheveron.


"Mike, don't look
back, but I'm about 30 yards behind your car. The guy took the bait and now
we're going to follow him." Eric, the detective, told me through the
radio. Nice. Got him on the first try.


"He's out of the
store and he's walking." Eric informed us.


"Does it look like
he's in a hurry?" Jessica asked through the radio. She was probably still
in the security booth at the Best Buy we were just at. Just Eric was keeping
tabs on the guy on the street.


"Not really, he's
just walking. He's leaving the Best Buy parking lot. I'll follow him."
said Eric.


"Make sure he doesn't
notice you, Eric." Jessie warned.


"This isn't exactly
my first time tailing a guy, Jess."


With the two of them at
work, I turned the AC on and relaxed in the car. It had been awhile since I had
been left alone. I was technically alone in the store, but I had at least two
pairs of eyes on me at all times. It kind of made me nervous to think that
every move I made was being noted and judged upon by many different people. How
long had it been? Since I had been in the jail cell, which was only last night.
It seemed like it had been ages ago.


I looked ahead, and across
the highway there was a park with some basketball and tennis courts, a baseball
diamond and little track to walk around on. The first thing that caught my eye
was a group of four kids on the basketball court. They couldn't have been older
than ten years old. I couldn't quite figure out what they were playing. You
would think two on two would be the best thing to play, but it didn't look like
anyone was on a team. One kid would guard another while the others kind of
stayed back for the rebound. It didn't seem like they were keeping score or
anything, they were just having fun. The look of joy on all of their faces was
something I hadn't seen in a long time; probably since I was their age playing
kickball.


I envied them. Adults
couldn't do that. Adults had to have rules and boundaries. There were no rules
with their game, just fun. No one was trying to cheat to gain an advantage.
There was no faking happiness for someone else's benefit or purposely losing to
make someone else feel better. No one seemed to win or lose with these guys. I
watched these guys for about fifteen to twenty minutes, and the whole time I kept
thinking how nice it would be to live in a world where everyone was completely
honest instead of trying to put so much effort into hiding the truth from
everyone else.


It would make trusting
people so much easier, wouldn't it?


Lies lead to doubt, which
leads to conflict, which leads to mistrust, and eventually it all leads to
anger and suffering. So yeah, it would make it easier. I don't know how people
can go through the cycle over and over again. People go out and then they break
up, and its wash, rinse, and repeat, over and over and over again. Maybe they
can't control it. It's like an addiction to them. Maybe I've been blessed with
the gift to squash that addiction.


You are just afraid to
trust anyone, don't play this off like you are some kind of superhero.


Eventually the kids
stopped playing and went home. I kept relaxing in the car, enjoying my time
alone. I hadn't heard anything from Jess and Eric in a while. But eventually
they broke their silence.


"Jess, I lost
him." I heard over the radio, snapping me back to reality.


"He got away? Did he
see you?" Jessica asked with a hint of urgency.


"He didn't look back
at me once, there is no way he saw me." Eric said. Everything about this
event was strange, but this last part I couldn't figure out at all. How did he
lose Eric so easily?


 


 

















Chapter
Five


 


 


We were back at the police
station. Eric, Jessica and I were in a conference room talking about this new
development. Or more like Eric and Jessica were talking about this new
development and I was staring into space trying to figure it out silently.


"He had to have seen
you, there is no other way." Jessica urged.


"I'm telling you, he
didn't look back. I've done this before and I'm as stumped as you are as to how
he figured me out." Eric responded.


"Ok, so tell us what
happened." She said, folding her arms over her chest.


"There isn't much to
tell. I was following him. He went into a small little store. I followed him in
and couldn't find him. I looked everywhere. He broke my line of sight for maybe
a second."


"Ok, it sounds like
he knew you were following him. He couldn't have gotten away otherwise."


I was sitting there
listening to the two of them talk it out. She was right. The killer figured out
the trap, but how? He might've had a friend tail him, and on the off chance
that he was followed the friend would see it. However ridiculous that sounded,
I kept going with that line of thought to see where it would take me.


Let's say he had a friend
act as a spotter. Why? Maybe he suspected something fishy on my part and wanted
to take someone along on the off chance someone was following him. But then
that would mean that spotter would have to be there anywhere I went just in
case those events were bait as well. Seems like a little much to protect
oneself from that specific of an attack. Not to mention his plan becomes
useless if I had instead hired an entire crew instead of just one guy.


"Mike, did you have
anything to add?" Jessica asked me. I had been silent for awhile. A few
things still bugged me about the whole thing. He walked into this trap, and got
out of it effortlessly without giving up any information to us. It couldn't
just be coincidence. A few seconds later it hit me.


"He knows." I
said confidently.


"Of course he
knows." Eric responded, "That's how he got away."


"That's not what I
mean. He knew about the trap. He knows somehow." I said again. I glanced
up at the two of them and they looked both wore confused looks.


"What do you
mean?" Jessica asked me.


"I was thinking about
how he could've figured it out that he was being followed. I don't think he
simply saw Eric by chance and formulated a plan to shake him off that worked to
perfection. Eric says he didn't look back—"


"Wait, wait, wait. If
he had figured it out somehow, it's not unreasonable to think he could've
shaken Eric." Jessica said, interrupting me.


"One guy, yes. But
how did he know there was exactly one guy on him?" I asked. "He saw
one guy tailing him, that doesn't mean there couldn't have been a second or
third on him that he hasn't spotted."


"Perhaps he just
assumed there was one and got lucky." She replied.


"I think his plan
worked too well to have been formed based on assumptions and luck. He didn't
give us any information. Instead of getting in his car, he walked. He didn't
stop anywhere significant or talk to anyone. Nothing. He just happens to act in
a way that gives us no information before figuring out this was a trap?"


"But if he knew, then
why take the bait?" Eric chimed in. I couldn't figure this one out myself.
He doesn't really have anything to gain from this. Plus, there is the off
chance that something goes wrong and he's caught.


Just at that moment,
Jessica's cell phone went off. She had gotten a text message. We both looked in
her direction expectantly, as if we thought her phone might have the answer to
our question. It turns out we weren't exactly wrong.


"Guys, we might want
to go to the Chief about this." she said with a shocked look on her face.


We went down the hall to
Chief Taylor's office. I nervously followed Eric and Jess into the room. This
was the same guy I shared an interrogation room with just yesterday. I wasn't
exactly comfortable being in the same room as him once again.


"Chief, you might
want a look at this." Jess said, handing her phone over to him.


"What is this?"
Taylor asked, glancing over at me "What is he doing here?"


"I think Mike is
being set up. Look."


He took a look at it.
Handed it back to her, and eventually we all saw what was on the phone. It was
a picture of the inside of a convenient store. It looked like a security camera
picture. You could see a few rows of food and candy, and then outside the
people outside getting gas at the pumps. Outside some cars could be seen in the
distance filling up their tanks with gas. It was a gas station, but what freaked
Jessica out so much about this picture?


Then I saw. Her car was
parked in one of the spots and you could vaguely make me out in the driver's
seat. This was from a few hours ago. How did he get this image?


"This is the hotel
case? But we've already charged the guy." Taylor said, speaking of me as
if I weren't in the room.


"Someone sent this
picture to my cell phone. It's security camera footage from the convenient
store. Mike has been with us all day; he couldn't have gotten the picture
himself or sent it." Jessica explained what had happened with the failed
bait attempt and everything.


"I think Mike has a
friend out there, leading all you guys on, pretending to be the guy that is
framing him so Mike here comes off as the victim" the chief said,
"This doesn't prove anything."


I was really uncomfortable
around the chief. Most cops would take that to mean I'm guilty, but I just
didn't like being around people that think I'm someone I'm not. I had to
convince him that I wasn't a bad guy. I shoved a new stick of gum in my mouth
to help relieve some of the building stress, and then I turned to speak to him.


"I have something
that will prove I'm not the killer." I said. Suddenly all eyes were on me.
Normally this would make me nervous, but I had been thinking about this
conversation for awhile. Attacking it from every angle, thinking about how they
might respond to the statements I would make, and then figuring out how I would
counter those responses. When I have a plan, I'm in the zone.


"There was a phone
call made to my hotel room at the time of the murder. When I answered, it was a
guy with a deep voice and all he said was 'Let the games begin'." I
started.


"You never told me
about a call!" Jess chimed in, but I ignored her.


"How much do you want
to bet that the number that called me that night matches the same number that
sent the picture to Jessica over here?" I asked the chief.


"Even if that were
true, anyone could've made those calls. You could've paid a guy to follow you
around, pretending to be the guy that framed you. He could've sent the picture
and made the call. It doesn't mean anything." He responded.


He was right. It wouldn't
be that much of a stretch to think the same guy accused of murder would try to
make it look like he was framed. I could have paid a guy, and he wouldn't even
have to be in on the crime. The chief probably thought he saw right through
some trick I pulled, but he was forgetting about one thing.


"But this goes
against your theory you told me in the interrogation room. You said it was a crime
of passion. Now you are saying its premeditation?" I countered. My
heartbeat was beating faster and faster, but on the outside I was completely
calm. I had to be. Otherwise I wouldn't be able to get through this. One crack
and I could lose my poise and confidence and he would be all over me.


"That was just a
theory. It didn't work, but this one does, and the evidence still supports
it." He shot back.


"So your story is
that I killed Briggs and paid a guy to make a phone call to my room. Then the
next day have the same person play the guy who framed me in front of Eric and
Jess here, sending the photo to make it look like I couldn't have done
it?"


"Yes."


"Why would I go out
of my way to plan all that, only to kill him in my hotel room with a gun
registered to me?" I asked.


Checkmate. Taylor realized
now that if that defense was used in court, no jury would buy his story, and he
didn't have any hard evidence to fall back on. He was coming to the same
conclusion I had yesterday. The theory where I murder Briggs in my hotel room
only works if it's a crime of passion, a heat of the moment shooting. The only
problem yesterday was there wasn't any evidence to suggest it wasn't a crime of
passion, now there was. The killer had inadvertently given it to us.


"You're right."
Chief Taylor looked at me differently now. For the first time since this whole
mess started, I was starting to think that maybe he believed in me. I didn't
say anything, so he kept going.


"I'm willing to
confess that maybe I judged you wrong from the beginning. But don't think this
lets you off the hook. You were there, you had the opportunity, and you are
still a suspect. But now we have this new angle in the case and I wouldn't be
doing my job if I didn't at least check it out." He admitted. Ok, so maybe
he wasn't completely on my side, but I shouldn't expect him to completely
believe my story even after all this.


"By the looks of it,
it seems like this guy is tracking us somehow. He somehow knew of our
plan." Jessica said, talking to the Chief now. "The guy is obviously
skilled with technology, being able to grab security camera footage like that.
So my current theory is that he somehow planted a bug somewhere to get the
information from us. If he is framing Mike, it's probably for revenge, so we're
most likely looking at someone that went to high school with us or lived in
Houston back then."


"Doesn't really
narrow the suspect list down." Taylor muttered to himself.


"Someone that has
lived here for a long time that is skilled with technology and knows Mike? It's
a start."


I left the room to get
some air. As soon as I was out of line of sight I started breathing hard, like
I had just run a marathon. Did I just confront Taylor head on back there? Our
conversation was a little fuzzy to me now. With my back to the wall, I settled
down to the floor. I didn't care how I looked to anyone passing by. That
argument took a lot out of me. How did I do it? I wasn't the shy, nervous Mike
back there. I was someone different. Someone confident.


My thoughts quickly went
back to the case. I was glad I had convinced Taylor that maybe I wasn't the
guy, but something was still bothering me about the case. For one, why would he
send us that security camera footage? Not only was it one of the reasons I'm no
longer on the hook, but why would he tell us that he's tracking us?


There was only one
possible answer, and that was that he did it to hide his true intentions. How
else could he have gotten that footage other than the obvious way? Maybe he's
friends with the owner and asked for it. Sounded a little far fetched, but I
couldn't think of anything else. And it doesn't explain how he knew about our
trap. The only explanation was the one he had so willingly given us, which
makes me skeptical of it.


Also, for a guy that seems
to have everything planned out, he really botched the frame up on me in
hindsight. He unknowingly gave us the evidence to prove I couldn't have done
it, and he killed the guy in my hotel room. If he really had the time to plan
everything out, he would've come up with a better way to frame me. A more
convincing crime scene with more evidence planted suggesting that I was the guy
to kill him.


That got me thinking, did
he really have the time? After all, I didn't exactly announce to the world I
was heading down here. Maybe he didn't know I was down until the last second,
and just figured out a plan as he went along. Then maybe he gave me the
security camera still as a way to taunt me. If he didn't have the time to plan,
then maybe he wasn't thinking about the potential consequences of his actions.
Maybe I've been overestimating this guy.


"Mike, are you going
to sit out in the hall forever?" Jessica asked from the door. I had lost
track of time thinking about the killer's potential motives, which was weird.
Normally if I was out in public and given a few moments by myself I would
fantasize playing games on my computer or doing other things in the comforts of
my own one bedroom apartment in Chicago, but all I could think about was this
case. What is happening to me?


We left the police station
and headed back to Jessica's house. Taylor told us he would compile a list of
potential suspects and then go from there. There wasn't really anything more to
do other than follow any leads they find. No more traps, no more games. The
police were on my side now so I didn't have to resort to cheap tricks to catch
this guy anymore.


I set my new laptop up in
Jessica's living room. Fortunately her place was set up for wireless internet.
It kind of saddened me that I had to go to such lengths to play my computer
games once again. I've long since gotten used to the idea that I was addicted
to my games. But people like to throw that word around with such a negative
connotation. I think a lot of us have some things we are comfortable with that
we are "addicted" to, that we would not want to live without.


People can get addicted to
TV, shopping, money, or even just living in a nice house. Think about your
favorite thing in the world, and then think of how your life would be without
it forever. How would you react? I imagine it would be similar to losing a
loved one. You go through a lot of denial at first. After a few days you start
to miss them, eventually you come to accept that they are gone from this world
forever.


I didn't bring any of my
computer game CDs with me, because they were already installed on my old
laptop. Instead I opted to play some online poker, specifically Texas Hold Em.
It's a very simple game in the poker world. Every player has two hidden cards.
In the center is dealt five cards that everyone can use to make a hand. Only
three of them are dealt at first, followed by a round of betting. Then a fourth
is dealt and eventually the fifth.


I had been playing for
about an hour and was breaking even. In one hand I was dealt the ace of hearts
and queen of hearts, a decent starting hand. I led with a raise. Everyone
folded except for this guy who called himself PocketRockets, named after the
best starting hand in the game: two aces. The two of us had been in a few hands
the past thirty minutes or so and I hate to say, but he had gotten the best of
me the majority of the time. I didn't let it get to me. Sometimes you just
don't have the cards.


The first three cards hit
the table: Queen, King, Five. I had the second highest pair with my queens. Any
king would beat me though, as well a few other less likely hands. I came out
betting, but he responded with a raise. A raise made me feel uneasy because of
the number of hands that could beat me. I decided to cut my losses and fold. If
he was bluffing, I would catch him with a better hand eventually.


About ten minutes later I
was in another hand with PockerRockets, this time I had a pair of sevens. The
first three cards dealt were a two, a three and king. That damn king again. He
passed to me, and I bet a normal amount. He raised me, again. Does this guy
know what I have? I went for the fold button when I heard a voice behind me.


"He doesn't have it
you know." I jumped. I looked back and Jessica had pulled up a chair
behind the couch and was watching me play. I guess I just never noticed her
there.


"How long have you
been watching me?" I asked.


"Long enough to see
your tell." She replied.


"How can I have a
tell? This is online poker."


"If I was able to
notice it in a few hands, I'm sure this guy has figured it out by now."
She leaned in so that she could gesture at the computer screen, "Every
time you have a decent hand, you come out betting."


"That's not a
tell—" I started.


"I'm not
finished." She said, cutting me off, "Notice how he'll always raise?
That's because he knows if you really have a good hand you'll call or raise him
back. If you don't you fold. Try raising him back this time."


I took her advice and
re-raised him. He let his hand go. I won the pot. I had finally one upped the
guy, with the help of Jessica obviously. She had a really good eye for other
people's actions and motives. It's what made her a valuable asset to the police
force in Houston.


"How do you know he
had nothing though? He could've made that play with a good hand." I asked.


"I didn't
really." She replied.


"So I could've
lost?"


"You are afraid of
losing. You shouldn't play to not lose. Besides, he had used that same exact
move 3 or 4 times in the 30 minutes I had watched you. He can't have you every
time."


She was right. It was my
nature to be cautious of things that I didn't know about. I don't like to run
in, guns blazing if I don't already know what I'm running towards. But this was
poker, and that kind of strategy doesn't really work.


I stopped playing after
that hand, feeling like I had gone out on top. I made my way to her room to get
ready to go to sleep. It had been a long, rough day for me. I was going to
sleep well tonight though.


That's when my cell phone
rang.


"Hello?" I said
as I answered the phone.


"Mike?" A
familiar deep voice answered. The guy that framed me had gotten my cell phone
number. I couldn't think of what to say. Normally in the movies you will see
the protagonist put on a courageous and confident voice in an attempt to show
the bad guy he hadn't gotten to him yet. But this guy had taken me by surprise.


"You don't want to
talk? I'll talk then." He continued, "I want to meet; tomorrow at 11
at the warehouse by the hotel. You know the one I'm talking about. I want you
to come alone."


"I can't come alone.
Jess would get suspicious if I went anywhere without her." I replied.


"Oh yeah, that cutie
you are always with. Sure, bring her along too, but no one else. I know your
every move Mike. Talk to the cops about this and I'm gone." He warned as
he hung up.


What could this mean? He
wants to meet? For what purpose? Too many questions with no answers. I tried to
figure out what his motive was. Did he just want to kill me? It would be hard
with Jess there as well. Perhaps he just wanted to talk in person.


Well, he made his move.
Now it was time for me to make mine.


 


 


 


 

















Chapter
Six


 


 


Visions of a side street
on a cloudy afternoon. Sounds of kids my age, 4th graders, waiting to be taken
home after school had ended. Some waiting for the bus. Some waiting for their
parents. Some of them walking home like me. All of them talking with their
friends. Noise.


One noise in particular.
Screeching tires. It got louder and louder.


"Mike! Watch
out!"


I turned around and saw
the flash of white. The sedan threw me to the ground. I rolled for a little bit
before coming to stop.


"Oh my god! Mike, are
you ok?"


I head the voice get
closer. Footsteps on the grass. Out of the corner of my eye I could barely make
out Jessica come to check on me. Her form blocked the light.


"Someone get some
help!"


I felt pressure on my leg.
It was being wrapped in something. Probably a jacket to help stop the bleeding.
I couldn't move. I tried to get some words out. Anything. It was enough of a
struggle to stay conscious.


"Save your energy.
Don't try to speak."


My vision was starting to
fade.


"Hold onto my hand.
Stay with me Mike, just try to hang on."


She held my hand in hers.
My body was completely numb with pain, but my mind was at peace. I was
someone's friend.


"Wake up
sleepyhead." Jess said, snapping me back into the real world. I had that
dream every couple of months or so. It happened while we were both walking back
from school. I don't know if the entire dream really happened, because after I
got hit everything was a blur. But I'd like to think it all was real. I
remember the week after the accident; every day she would come see me and we
would play cards or talk until visiting hours ended.


Sometimes I wish I could
go back to those times and live there forever. I know you can still hang out with
friends when you grow up and there's more freedom to do things when you are
older, but there's so much more complexity. There was nothing to worry about
when you were a kid. And you could find entertainment in anything. It's a
different type of fun too. No one really does the things they used to do as a
kid when they become adults.


I sat up on the bed,
trying to get myself to wake up. I looked at the alarm clock on the table,
showing me that it was eight o'clock in the morning. Jess was sitting at the end
of the bed with an impatient look on her face.


"Why am I being woken
up so early?" I said as soon as I gained the ability to speak.


"I figured that since
we only had a few days left before you had to leave, and with the murder case
gaining some legs and all, we should spend the day together." She
answered.


"Where are we
going?" I wondered.


"I can't tell you.
It's a surprise!" She said with a smile.


I didn't like surprises. I
liked to know where a path was going to end before I traversed it. But I wasn't
about to demand she tell me where we were going before I would agree to go.
Still, it made me uneasy. I think Jess enjoyed the fact that I was
uncomfortable not being in control.


She handed me a small
duffle bag and told me I wasn't allowed to look inside. She wasn't giving me
any clues that she didn't have to. I would have to figure out this mystery
another way.


We got in her car and were
on our way. She eventually made her way to the interstate and began to head
south on I-45 towards Galveston. Galveston was sort of a touristy city about
30-40 miles south east of Houston. There were a number of things to do there.
It was probably most known for its beach, but there sections of the town that
had pretty good shopping. There was a good chance that was our destination. But
what we were doing was still a mystery.


We talked the whole way
there, but I was always looking around for anything that might tip me off.
Signs advertising an event in Galveston, or a lane change indicating we were
getting off the freeway soon, anything at all that could be meaningful. I
finally found it right before we hit the bridge that connected Houston to
Galveston. It was on a billboard on the side of the freeway.


"I see, so you
thought you could trick me be going somewhere I haven't heard of before?"
I asked, having figured out the surprise.


"Is that a
question?" She asked back.


"We're going to
Schlitterbahn Water Park in Galveston." I shot back.


"How could you
possibly know this? You are just trying to get me to react." She replied,
but I think deep down she knew I had figured it out too. It wasn't like me to
try and talk the answer out of someone.


"I couldn't figure
out what was in the bag at first. It could've been pretty much anything; a
picnic lunch or some kind of equipment that would've immediately given away
where we were going." I explained, "But then I remembered seeing my
suitcase not zipped up all the way. You had gone into my suitcase to get
something. The only thing that made sense was my swim trunks."


"But that doesn't
eliminate the beach." She countered, hanging on to hope that her surprise
was still somewhat of a surprise.


"It's March, you
never would want to go to the beach until April or May at the very least."


"Well, I guess it was
a little too much to hope that my surprise would last long." She said,
admitting defeat.


Schlitterbahn was a water
park in Galveston. I had gone to the one up by San Antonio back when I was a
kid once and it was pretty cool. It's a pretty huge park, and they had a second
park with more rides accessible by a tram that constantly went back and forth.
The one in Galveston wasn't as big as the one by San Antonio, but it was still
pretty good. The newer park had newer rides, including slides that went uphill.


They obviously don't go
uphill the whole way. They'll go uphill for a bit and then downhill like a
rollercoaster, eventually landing on the ground somewhere. But these rides
didn't require you to climb ton of stairs to get to the top of some structure.


Then you had the river
rides. They weren't as intense, but the rides lasted much longer. There would
be parts of the ride where you slowly floated down the river. Then they would
have faster parts, drops, turns, etc. But the coolest thing about the river
rides was that they all connected with each other. You could get in line for
the ones at the top, and if you wanted to stay on that ride you could, or you
could branch off and catch the end of another ride.


Then you had the classic
tube rides, the wave pools, and heated pools with a bar on one side where you
could buy drinks. It was just a great time all around. I was sad when I
realized we had to leave, as it was starting to get late.


"Wow. That had to be
the most fun I've had since…" I trailed off at the end. I couldn't think
of the last time I had more fun than that. It was almost sad to think about.


"I remember when we
would go do stuff like this all the time. Too bad they shut down Astroworld,
those were great times." She replied.


"Yeah."


"Hey, did you want to
go walking down the seawall?" She asked.


"Sure." I
answered. The seawall was basically this giant wall on the beach to protect
Galveston from the ocean. Back in the day Galveston was as big a city as
Houston was back then, but then a hurricane came along and flooded Galveston.
That's when they built the seawall.


You could parallel park on
the seawall, get out and actually walk on the wall right next to the beach. On
one side of you would be the ocean and the stars, on the other side was a four
lane highway with buildings on the other side of the highway. It was a weird
blend of nature and technology.


We both got out of the car
and started walking down the sidewalk, neither of us really saying anything. It
was the perfect ending to the perfect day. The sun was just starting to set,
and it wasn't too crowded on the seawall. It wasn't really that noisy either.
The only noise came from the waves crashing on the sand just below us.


After awhile I tried
moving to the other side of her without really thinking about what I was doing.
Jess noticed though.


"It still bothers you
a little, doesn't it?" She asked.


"What?"


"You don't want to be
close to the highway, only a few yards away from on coming cars, so you moved
over on the other side of me."


"It's just a habit.
If you want a better view of the beach I'll be fine." I said. And it was
just a habit. If someone had a nearly fallen off the top of a building, maybe
they would hesitate to go near the edge when they are on top of a building next
time. It's a normal reaction.


"Nah, it's ok."
She said with a laugh, grabbing my hand. "I'll protect you from oncoming
cars. Don't you worry."


"Thanks for
understanding." I said with a smile back in her direction. We continued
walking down the seawall talking about nothing in particular.


"You know, you look
great when you smile. How come I don't see you like this more often?" She
asked.


"Oh… I don't
know." I muttered in response. We kept walking in silence for awhile. No
need to force conversation when it was such a great night out.


She was right though, I
was a little happier than normal today. I felt a lot more loose and relaxed. I
wasn't really stressed or nervous at all. Come to think of it, I've been acting
a little uncharacteristically since I got here. Before this week I never in my
life had stood up for myself, but I've done it twice so far. There was the time
in front of Jess and Eric and then again when I stood up to Chief Taylor. And
now it's like I'm smiling every other second. What was different?


You seem to be enjoying
your time spent with Jess. Maybe you are in love. 


Jess and I are friends,
nothing more.


Maybe, but you two grew up
together. Sure, college and your career in Chicago got in the way, but now that
you are back it's like you never left. You would never have agreed to go to
some unknown place to spend the day with anyone else. Around her, your fears
and anxieties seem to disappear. You are a different person. Almost… normal. 


So what am I supposed to
do?


You should tell her how
you feel. 


I can't. I'll be leaving
soon anyway.


You could get a job in
Houston. With your resume it won't be hard at all. 


But… I don't think I can
do it. What if I mess things up? I wouldn't want to risk our friendship. I
don't think I could live with myself if I lost her as a friend.


You won't. The two of you
go a lot further than just friends. Don't you owe it to yourself to give this a
try?


You are right. I'll talk
to her about it tomorrow, once this case starts to wind down. I want to think
about what I'll say. The case. I hadn't thought about the case all day. The
killer wanted to meet at 11 o'clock at the warehouse across the street from
where the murder took place. I looked at the clock and it was already ten. We
would have to go soon if we were going to make it in time.


But how would I convince
Jess to take me there? I hadn't told her about the call yet, considering all
the things that had happened today. I guess I just had to go ahead and ask.


"Jess? I have a favor
to ask." I spoke, breaking the silence.


"Why didn't you
mention anything about this before?" Jess said as she drove us from
Galveston to the warehouse where the killer wanted to meet. We parked and made
our way into the building and just started looking around as if the answer to
all of our questions could be in this room.


"To be honest, with
all the commotion going on today I didn't even really think about it." I
said. It was mostly a lie. While the events that happened today did take my
mind off of the investigation, it was still stuck in the back of my mind. The
honest truth was that I was afraid if I told her, the cops would eventually get
involved and I couldn't risk this chance.


Chance to do what? You
don't know who this guy is or what he plans on doing. 


I wasn't too worried. I
didn't think he would kill us. If that was his plan, he's had many opportunities
to do so that he's passed up already. Maybe he just wants to talk, I don't
know.


I thought about the
situation. I was at a warehouse waiting to meet the man that killed Briggs face
to face. This wasn't me. This was probably the first time I've gone into a
situation willingly without a plan. Maybe I had changed. Considering the events
that happened this week, I felt like I was invincible.


I had a lot of questions I
needed to find the answer to before we met. How did he know my every move? Why
did he willingly walk into our trap yesterday and show his hand? Why meet here
and not somewhere else? I took out a piece of gum to chew on, closed my eyes,
and started massaging my forehead with my fingers while I paced around the
room.


The second question was
the one that irked me the most. We didn't consider this guy to be
technologically skilled at surveillance until he showed us the still photo from
the security camera at the corner store. He had to have known that. So why give
us such a big clue? It makes you think that perhaps he isn't actually good with
surveillance, but then if that is true how is he always one step ahead of me?
He knew exactly when I was going to be at the hotel, and saw right through the
trap.


I had a contradiction,
which meant one of my assumptions was wrong. Perhaps our knowing about his
technological skills actually helps him somehow. When he makes a threat to do
something if we act a certain way, we know he would have the means to act on
it. But had we not known about his skills, we would assume he was bluffing and
his threat would mean nothing.


But had he not showed us
his hand, we would still probably be wondering how he knew about our trap we
tried to catch him in yesterday. We would be another step behind in this
investigation. There would be more questions. No, showing his hand doesn't help
him enough to make it worth it.


Maybe I needed to look at
the problem from a different view. I was going in circles trying to make all
the puzzle pieces fit together. I should look through each piece of information
and make sure everything makes sense.


There was the crime scene
itself, the hotel room. It was the most effective choice for a scene to frame
me for the crime. Required a small amount of effort and planning to set up the
frame at that place. Had he had more time to plan, had he known I was coming to
Houston weeks in advance, he could've chosen a better place to kill Briggs.


Then there was the victim
Briggs himself. The only person in Houston that the police would believe I
would have a motive against. All it took was a simple—


And at that moment,
everything made sense. Of course, the truth had been there all along. I just
didn't see it until now. This explained why the killer so willingly set off my
trap and gave us the photo of the security camera footage that eventually
proved my innocence. It explained how easily he knew my every move. It also
explained what he was planning to do tonight at the warehouse, and why he
wanted me to come without the police.


Actually, "he"
was really "she". The killer was Jessica Monroe.


 


 


 


 

















Chapter
Seven


 


 


I couldn't believe it. I
didn't want to believe it, but I went through the facts in my head hundreds of
times and it always led to the same conclusion. All along the guy I was after
was right under my nose. And just like that, all the stress and anxiety that
had left me for the past few days had come back at the worse possible moment.


Mike, you know you have to
turn her in now right?


I can't. I just can't turn
my friend over to the police.


But if you do nothing, you
die. Don't you get it? You aren't getting out of here alive unless you do
something. 


I know, I know! I couldn't
come up with a plan. It's not like I could just walk out of the warehouse. That
would raise suspicion from her. Even if I thought up something, could I pull it
off? I wasn't clever. And she would see right through any plan I could think
of.


I wouldn't get anywhere
being the "nervous, afraid of confrontation" Mike that was afraid to
defend himself against the police when charged with murder. I had to become the
confidant, calm, cool and collected person that stood up to the Chief and
figured out who the killer was.


What would the Prince of
Persia do? He wouldn't shy away from conflict. He wouldn't show fear in the
face of danger, even if the odds weren't in his favor. He wouldn't over-think
every decision he had to make. He'd rely on his instincts, and he wouldn't be
afraid of failure. I had to become like him if I had a shot at making it out of
here.


I closed my eyes and tried
to imagine what it would be like to be that person.


I run at breakneck speed
down the dirt ridden streets away from my pursuers. Not thinking, just
reacting. Cart, left. Fruit stand, right. Wall, avoid. I can't afford to waste
my stamina looking back, but the sounds of their boots hitting the ground had
long sense faded away. I had the advantage on the run as I wasn't as weighted
down by armor and weapons as they were. I was lighter, quicker, and more agile.


I take this time to
maneuver to the top of the building; it takes almost no effort for me. Now I'm
able to run from rooftop to rooftop, giving me a better view of my
surroundings. I must have lost them by now. Now I just need to look for a
chance to strike. On the ground to my left: a guard, alone.


Don't think, just react.


I jump from my perch on
the rooftop and make quick work of him with my blade.


CLANG! CLANG! The sound
of… metal? A decoy. It was a trap. I'm suddenly surrounded by guards. They've
cut off my every path. I was out manned. But as I ran towards the army with my
sword drawn and a smile on my face, I knew that there was one thing I had over
them.


I was without fear.


"Mike?" Jess
called out from across the room, breaking me out of my stupor. I had a plan,
but I needed time, needed to stall. I needed to keep the conversation going
until the moment was right. It was time to make my final move.


I took a deep breath. No
fear.


"Yes?" I finally
responded.


"You were silent for
a while, you stopped pacing."


"It's the case. It
has me thinking in circles." I slowly made my way to her side of the room,
positioning myself so that I was facing the windows and the entrance to the
staircase.


"Maybe I need to
rethink this. Let's look at the evidence again." I told her, still pacing
in a circle in front of her, "The three bullets. Anything we can figure
out from them?"


"Nothing I can think
of." She replied.


"Why three? Why not
one? At that range he couldn't have been worried about missing."


"Maybe there's a
revenge factor? We are talking about the guy that framed you. Or maybe he
wanted to be sure he was heard so that the cops would come. It could be for a
number of reasons."


I paced around in my small
circle again, like I was thinking. But I already knew everything I was going to
say. I knew every action I would need to take. The pieces were already in
place, and now all that was left was for my last act to play out.


"The gun then?"
I asked, meaning my gun obviously. The gun that was taken from my suitcase,
used to shoot Briggs and then carelessly left at the scene.


"He found your gun in
the room and shot Briggs with it. It's as simple as that." She answered.


"But did he know I
had the gun before he brought Briggs to the room?" I asked.


"Maybe, maybe
not."


"If he didn't know
about the gun, what did he plan on using to kill Briggs?" I wondered, I
already knew the answer. I had all the facts now.


"Maybe he brought his
own gun just in case he was wrong about you having one. Maybe he planned on
using a knife. We'll never know." She replied. Two pieces of evidence and
there were still no conclusions to be drawn apparently. Don't worry Jess, I
saved the good evidence for last.


"What about the crime
scene itself, my hotel room?" I asked.


"He found out where
you were staying, it couldn't have been that difficult given what he's been capable
of these past few days." She answered immediately.


"Why the hotel room
though?"


"It was the best way
to connect you to the murderer. Without the connection we wouldn't have
uncovered the motive."


"He could've planted
fingerprints or evidence of some kind to lead the cops in my direction. The
hotel room crime scene turned out to help prove my innocence." I stated
matter-of-factly.


"Yeah, that was a
lucky break."


"I think it was more
than just a lucky break. I think that the killer was rushed. Had he had more
time, he would've done a much better job at making his frame attempt stick. He
could've chosen a better place, perhaps gathered more evidence suggesting that
I was the killer. It makes sense too, there weren't that many people that knew
I would be coming to Houston, even in Chicago. Only my boss and a few coworkers
knew."


I was only saying what I
had already been thinking about earlier. This was the first time I had voiced
this theory to anyone. Although I would say at this point that it was more than
just a theory.


"Do you have their
names? I'll get the Chief to look into that angle." She spoke with a hint
of nervousness in her voice.


"Maybe if they flew
to Houston at the same time the murder took place, but otherwise it's
unlikely." I continued, "Anything I miss?"


I actually forgot to
mention one small detail about the murder. One last piece I had yet to analyze
out loud. I had stalled as much as I could, only one thing left to do now.


"I can't think of
anything actually." She replied, "You know, there was something I
wanted to tell—"


"The victim." I
interrupted, dropping the bomb I had been holding back for so long.


"The victim?"
She asked, confused.


"Briggs, the man that
was killed." I had long since stopped pacing at this point. My feet were
planted to the ground, steady arms at my side, body filled to the brim with
confidence.


"It would've been
easy enough to find the right guy to kill the same way we did."


"But Taylor just had
to put both of our names into a database search to find that article. The
killer didn't have that luxury. It would've taken longer for him to come across
that information" I paused for emphasis, "unless of course he already
knew about Briggs. Or perhaps it would be more accurate to say 'she
knew'."


Checkmate.


"You think I killed
him?" She asked incredulously, "We've seen the killer before. I was
there, you were there. It can't be me."


That fact kept me from the
truth for the longest time. It took me until just a few minutes ago to put this
whole thing together.


"He was your accomplice.
I don't know where you met him. But considering you're a detective, I would
imagine you don't have to look far to find someone with a shady history that
owes you a favor.


"And he didn't have
to be technologically savvy. He just had to be trustworthy, because with two
people, you were able to pull off all of the moves the past few days that had
us looking in the wrong direction this whole time.


"The night of the
murder, he tailed me from the college to the hotel, where you were waiting to
kill Briggs at just the right time. When I walked up to my room, he was already
waiting across the street to introduce himself to me via phone.


"Then the next day
when we tried to get him to give up information with our carefully planned
trap, he conveniently was able to step into it and walk away unscathed while
leaving that security photo from the convenient store that led us to believe he
was technologically gifted.


"I couldn't figure
out why he would so willingly give us that information. But I realized soon
that you wanted a way to be able to explain how he knew about the trap and how
he was able to time killing Briggs right as I arrived at the hotel."


After that long speech, I
should've felt winded, but the adrenaline kept me alert and focused.


"This is madness.
You've got a huge conspiracy theory with no proof of anything being true."
She said after a long silence.


"You gave me the
proof. That security photo will prove everything. I still remember every
detail. Facing the window, with a few shelves in view, and then in the distance
your car with me inside. How much do you want to bet that if the cops go to
that gas station, they will find that that security camera doesn't exist?"


I knew that camera angle
didn't exist with certainty. The position it was in, what was it securing? It
was at a bad angle to protect any of the items of the store. Usually those
cameras are in the corners or at the ends of the isle. It was too far away from
the gas pumps to offer any protection there. Those cameras were always outside.
She had taken that photo with her cell phone camera.


She made a mistake. Had
she gone outside and taken a picture where the real security cameras were, then
maybe we never would've caught the mistake. But then of course, she would be
drawing attention to herself outside.


"We've known each
other how long? Twenty-five years now?" She asked, the expression on her
face much softer now, "I always got the feeling that if I hadn't needed an
extra guy for kickball, we might have never met."


The truth usually comes out
when someone finds themselves backed into a corner with nowhere to go. I had
won and she had lost. I had figured out who, what and how, but I didn't know
why.


"I don't regret our
experiences. We had a lot of fun growing up; through middle school, and then
high school." She continued.


"Then we graduated
and you took off for Chicago." she continued, "And I lost my best
friend."


Her expression had turned
from a look of confidence she had when she was trying to convince me she was
innocent to a look of vulnerability and pain. I didn't understand. People left
for college all the time. Friends say goodbye and go their separate ways.
Sometimes they catch up during class reunions or send each other emails every
so often. Some never see their high school friends again. Why was she so hurt
by me leaving Houston so long ago? Unless… maybe she had feelings for me all
those years ago but never worked up the nerve to talk about it, just like me.


This was all my fault. My
best friend needed me and I abandoned her. I destroyed our friendship, and for
what? So I wouldn't have to connect with another person? I'd always lived my
life fearing that the people that I had trusted would one day turn against me.
I never let anyone get to that point where they could hurt me. I pushed people
away. Now they were pushing back.


"It was a fortunate
coincidence that I saw the flyer for your presentation. I was responding to a
call at the college, just routine stuff. And that's when I put this plan
together. So it didn't work the way I planned, but it sure worked out in the
end didn't it?"


It all worked out in the
end? What did that mean?


"This is where you
meet your tragic end. The story in tomorrow's paper will be that the killer had
lured you here and shot you. Then, I lost him in the pursuit." She said as
she took her gun out, the look in her eyes turning cold in an instant. She was
going to kill me.


Say something!


I couldn't think of
anything to say.


Just say something,
anything! You are going to die, Mike!


But my body was locked in
place and my mouth wouldn't move. Part of it was that I was scared. The fear,
stress and anxiety that I had been holding back for the past twenty minutes had
all come flooding back at once. But there was another part of me that wanted
her to shoot me. There was a part of me that wanted to die.


"I'm not going to
lose you a second time."


My life was about to end,
and the only thing I could think about was how much I had messed everything up.
I couldn't move. My eyes began to blur, the headlights visible from the window
all starting to mesh together, blotting out the darker details of the cars
themselves. My heart began beating faster as the panic in my mind started to
rise. And then—


"Hands where I can
see them Monroe." Someone yelled. Was it me? I don't remember thinking
those words. Perhaps my subconscious mind was trying to make one last effort to
avoid death. But then again, why would I say these words? I forced my eyes to
focus, just enough to make out the figure of Chief Taylor with his gun pointed
at Jessica.


"H-h-how did you know
we were here?" Jessica asked, shocked at the fact that Taylor had found
us.


"I had help."
Taylor said, looking in my direction. I pulled my shirt up just above my belt
to reveal the two way radio that the private detective had given me. A piece of
chewed gum kept the talk switch on.


The police had heard
everything. I turned the radio on as soon as I had made the connection that
Jessica was the killer, hoping to stall for enough time so that someone could
make it here and stop her from killing me. Taylor made it to the warehouse
faster than I thought anyone would.


"It's over, drop the
weapon." Taylor demanded. Jessica still held her gun in a vice-like grip
with both hands with the barrel pointed at the floor. I wasn't completely sure
how she would react when backed into a corner like this.


The Jess I once knew was
strong-willed, confidant, and determined. She would have just handed the gun to
the chief calmly, knowing there was no good move to be made. However, the Jess
I saw moments ago was vulnerable and defeated.


She glanced over at the
chief, and then at me. Then, flashing that familiar smile that I had come to
know over the course of my life, she pulled a move that I don't think any of us
had seen coming.


"It's not over."
She said, quickly raising her gun back at me in the blink of an eye.


"No!" I yelled,
my voice echoing through out the warehouse.


BLAM! BLAM! BLAM! Three
gunshots fired.


I looked back at the scene
once again to find Jessica's body collapsed on the floor Taylor's gun was
pointed at the spot she once was standing in, the light from the window
illuminating the smoke coming out of the barrel. He wore a somber expression on
his face. He didn't want to have to do what he did, but it was instinct.


"Now it's over."
He said to no one in particular as he put his gun back in its holster.


It always starts out
innocently enough. You are just trying to explain your side of the story. Most
arguments stem from a lack of understanding. You'll try and understand his side
of the argument while explaining yours. Both parties are calm and can discuss
things like adults. But then… something happens. Somewhere along the way it
turns ugly. And your best friend tries to kill you and winds up dead herself.


I was sitting on the curb
next to Chief Taylor's car, crying into my shirt after witnessing Jessica's
life end. I had made a huge mistake. What if I had talked to her about how I
felt before going to college? Or what if I had kept in touch with her over the
phone so she would know I still thought about her? Of course, none of this
would ever have happened because of the type of person I am.


I'm so afraid of losing
someone that I run away from the people that are closest to me. I can't talk to
these people about my fears because they will just assure me that it will never
happen. Yeah, we all know that is a lie. For once in my life I wished I was
like everyone else. Ignorantly moving forward with their relationships without
thinking of how badly it could end for them. But I know I'll never be able to
change.


"You okay,
Mike?" I looked over and saw Taylor standing a few yards away by his car.
I didn't say anything, just nodded. I didn't think I could form a sentence yet
without breaking out into fit of tears.


"We all have been
affected by this, Mike. I knew Jessica for a few years myself. Most of the
detectives in our unit knew her for much longer than that. Now, I'm not going
to pretend to know how you feel, but you aren't alone in this."


I kept looking at the
small puddle between my feet. Trying not to think about what just happened. I
could go for a few seconds at a time, but I would always keep going back to the
same thing: Jessica was dead and there wasn't a thing I could do about it.


"I actually came to
talk to you for a reason. This probably isn't the best time to bring this up,
but I don't know how long until you are heading back to Chicago." He said,
cutting to the chase, "Mike, I would like to offer you a job."


Was I hearing things
correctly? A job? But why me?


"You d-don't… want
me." I muttered at the ground, trying to keep from completely breaking
down again.


"You underestimate
yourself. You solved this case, not us." He pointed out, "The trap
you tried to catch him with was your idea. Even though it didn't work, you were
able to use the information to form a few theories that made sense.


"The stunt you pulled
in the warehouse was ingenious. As soon as I could hear you speaking through
the radio I knew something was up. I'm sure you were counting on us figuring it
out, and that's what led us here. You were lucky I wasn't that far away at the
time."


Maybe I had figured out
the killer, but the man that was calm, cool and collected in that warehouse
wasn't me. I would never be able to do that again. I saw the look on Jess's
face. She died thinking I hated her.


"Now, you wouldn't
officially be a detective. You would just be a consultant to our department. It
basically just means you won't have any police authority. Although, I have a
feeling that you won't mind." He said with a knowing grin.


I could see how my gaming
expertise might be useful in the world of crime solving. Maybe I don't know
much about fingerprints and DNA and how criminals work, but once you break it
all down its just one big logic puzzle. Pieces have to fit together, and there
are layers upon layers of information being thrown out. I had been doing this
sort of thing for years. Not only had I been playing games for that long, I had
made them myself as well.


But real life was a
completely different animal than the gaming world. In video games you never
dealt with people, even online. You dealt with a set of moves, a mindset. There
were no emotions in games. That wasn't true in the real world. You had to deal
with coworkers, bosses, politics, the suspects, the victim's friends and family,
witnesses, judges, lawyers… that situation just wouldn't work for me.


But you aren't afraid of
it not working out, are you?


What do you mean?


If it doesn't work out,
you just go back to your old job no problem. No, what you are afraid of is that
it will work out. That you will learn to work with these people, trust them,
respect them, look up to them, and perhaps even care about them. Then one day
you lose one of them and you are back here on this curb crying into your shirt.


Maybe that is true. So
what? Are you saying I should just leave myself open to be hurt again?


You need a friend. Chief
Taylor is reaching out to you. Just like Jess did all those years ago at the
neighborhood park. You aren't exactly the most sociable person in the world.
You don't make friends, they find you. If you pass up this job opportunity, how
long will it be before the next guy reaches out to you? You might end up
spending the rest of your life alone. 


And that's a bad thing
why? I had a good life before I came here. I had a job, my own apartment
downtown. I had hobbies, I had fun. I was happy—


You weren't happy, you
were safe.


This was an opportunity
for me to change. Maybe not completely change, but make that first step. Could
I pull it off?


There was only one way to
find out.


"I accept."


 


 


 


 

















PART II


~ Kidnapped ~


 


Consultant
Mike Anderson takes on his first case
with HPD. A businessman's daughter has been kidnapped. As he struggles to get
used to the world of solving crime, he also struggles with events that happened
in his past.













Chapter Eight


 


 


 


I was sitting in the
waiting room, mindlessly thumbing through a magazine out of boredom. They never
had magazines I cared about, like an electronics magazine or one about video
games. It was always just news magazines like Time or US Weekly. I didn't
really care about current events. The world would function whether or not I had
an opinion on whatever the latest story was.


"Mike?" the
receptionist called out into the relatively empty room, "Mike
Anderson?"


That was me, Mike Anderson.
I raised my hand to signify that I had indeed heard my name called and I was
ready for my appointment. I was scheduled to talk with a psychiatrist. It was
one of the conditions for my being recently hired as a consultant for the
police department's crime squad. I was to go to three 1-hour therapy sessions
with the department psychiatrist.


It was kind of weird for
that to be a requirement to being hired, but let's just say the events that
lead to my joining HPD were a little different than what the normal new hire
went through to get here. It's a long story.


I made my way into the
doctor's office following the receptionist. There wasn't really anything
unusual about the décor of the place. The waiting room was up front with chairs
and a small coffee table covered with magazines I didn't really care about.
Separating the waiting room from the receptionist area was one of those high
white counters that seem to come standard in most doctors' offices.


I wonder why they are
designed that way. Perhaps it is to keep criminals from jumping the lower
counters and getting into the receptionist area. Although if that were truly a
good solution to that problem, convenient stores should adopt the same design
for their checkout counters because they get robbed way more often.


Of course, I don't think
they got a lot of people jumping over the counter back when it was normal
height anyway, so there is most likely some other reason for the high counters
that I'm overlooking. I'm probably over thinking this issue, like usual. It's
one of the qualities that probably made me look good for this new job.


I finally made it to his
office, Dr. Adams greeted me with a handshake and I sat down in one of the two
chairs in the center of the room facing each other. I probably shouldn't even
call them chairs, because they were far too comfortable for that name. Chair
makes me think of something I would sit in to get something done, not something
I would sit in to relax.


"You must be
Mike." He said softly, sitting down in his seat only a few feet away,
picking up his notepad off the floor. I was caught off guard by how calm he
sounded. I'm used to regular doctors that are direct and get to the point of
what they are doing, whatever it is. It's like I was visiting him in his home.
It made me a tad more nervous because I wasn't used to someone talking to me
this way in this setting.


"Yes." I
responded, short and to the point. The plan was to get through these sessions
and get on with my new job. Just answer the guy's questions for three hours,
he'd clear me to work, the police feel good knowing I'm not a psycho. Everyone
is happy.


"Is there anything in
particular you would like to talk about?" He asked.


"Not really." I
replied. I'm not the type of person to complain, I wasn't about to spill my
heart out to this guy. Sure, I had problems, but I could handle them on my own.


It was silent in the room
for a few seconds, so I reached into my pocket for a stick of gum to chew on.


"What is that?"
He asked.


"It's only gum."
I answered.


"Interesting."
He muttered as he wrote something on his notepad, "Chewing gum as a way to
relieve the tension."


I wasn't going to try and
convince the guy that I wasn't nervous right now. Everything about me screamed
that I was this close from jumping out the window and taking off.


I think he realized that I
wasn't going to initiate the conversation, so he started things off.


"So you have been
hired as a consultant to the police department." He said, I couldn't tell
if he was asking a question or not. Probably just confirming what he already
knew.


"That is
correct." I answered.


"Of course it is.
It's in your file." He said with a laugh, I managed a smile of my own,
"It also says here that you used to be a game programmer in Chicago?"


"Yes, for over ten
years." I answered.


"So, if you don't
mind me asking." He began to say as he shifted positions in his chair,
"How does a guy that programs games for ten years end up getting hired to
consult for the police department in another city?"


"Well…" I
couldn't think of a short response to his question, "It's a long story
actually."


"We have an
hour."


It was a long story. I had
grown up in Houston, and I just happened to be giving a presentation at the
university. I come back to my hotel to find a dead body in my room; a man who
had been shot three times. The police were there soon after and I was suddenly
the number one suspect in their investigation.


But I had been framed. The
guy they said I had killed turned out to be someone that had hit me with their
car while I was walking home from school back when I was a little kid, which
landed me in the hospital. They said that was my motive. I guess people have
killed for less.


I set out to prove I was
innocent, and I had the help of a close friend of mine back when I lived here,
Jessica. She was a detective in the police department as well. A few days of
sleuthing around led us to a warehouse right across the street from the hotel
where the murder occurred. The killer had called my cell phone and told me to
meet him there.


At the warehouse I figured
it all out, unfortunately Jessica was the one who had set me up. This warehouse
thing was a trap, and I was in trouble. But I had a plan of my own. I got the
cops to show up, and with the use of a two way radio I had been given, they had
heard her confess to the crime themselves.


Dan Taylor, the Chief of
Police, was on the scene first. He stopped her from killing me. Sadly, the only
way to stop her was with a bullet.


I took her death really
hard. It was going to take more than just a gun pointed in my face to get rid
of all the memories we had shared together. It was in between tears shed on the
side of the street that Taylor had offered me the job.


"I almost didn't want
to accept." I said, breathing deeply having returned back to reality.


"Why not?" He wondered,
still writing things down in his notepad.


"As a game
programmer, I didn't have to interact with anyone." I explained, my hands
twitching. I didn't like talking about myself. "I knew if I became a
consultant, I would have to deal with people."


"You are afraid
things will end badly." He said. I was shocked. I hadn't really said
anything to make him jump to that conclusion. He took my expression as
agreement. "This fear is more common than you think."


I couldn't think of a
response. It bothered me a little bit that he was able to read me so easily. It
was probably due to his experience dealing with people like me over his years.
Does that mean he knows what's going on in my head? Does he know what I'm
probably thinking about right now?


Maybe I am afraid that it
won't go well. It's because most of the time it doesn't go well. People can
have high expectations of things, and then when it doesn't turn out that way
they regret choosing that path in the first place. Even if it works out,
anything can happen. People can change or the situation can change, and the end
result will still be the same. It's rare to have things work out for a long
period of time. I had that in Chicago, and I gave it up.


Why do you think you gave
it up?


I don't know why. Maybe I
should go back.


Maybe deep down, you want
to change.


It was silent in the room
for what seemed like an eternity. Dr. Adams was waiting patiently in his chair
for me to say something. I never wanted to take part in this, but it seemed
like the doctor understood my problems. He seemed like someone I could talk to.
And maybe deep down, I did want to change.


"I've been having
this dream." I began, trying to relax in my chair. "It starts out
with me as a kid on the day of the accident. I'm on the ground in pain and
Jessica is there holding my hand. But then she turns into her older self, and
she has a gun pointed at me, and we are in the warehouse again.


"Then just as
quickly, the room becomes brightly lit and I can see her in the distance dying
while people try and save her."


I immediately regretted
telling him about my dream, but I just couldn't think of anything else to say.
I had been having this dream ever since she died. The details were always the
same, but it doesn't reflect reality. The first two scenes were the same, but
the last one was different. She died almost instantly in that warehouse. No one
tried to save her because she was already dead.


"The room became
brightly lit you say. Brightly lit like a hospital room? Maybe that's what you
were thinking of." He said.


I froze, realizing what my
dream meant now. Of course it was a hospital room. But it wasn't Jessica they
were trying to save. It was someone else.


"Maybe…" I
muttered. My demeanor had suddenly changed, he had to have noticed. He was able
to read me so easily before. But he didn't call me on it this time.


"Your dream seems to
reflect the fear you have of bad things happening to you." He continued,
"So I have a suggestion; have you ever thought about owning a pet? Like a
dog or a cat maybe."


"Not really. I've
never owned one before. How would that help?" I asked.


"A pet would be like
a stepping stone to people. You have to interact with them, but it probably
wouldn't be as stressful as relationships with people are."


"I guess that
wouldn't be a bad idea." I said, I made a mental note to give that idea
some more thought later.


"Oh hey, look at the
time." He said, looking at his watch. "It looks like our hour is up.
I'll see you tomorrow."


I got up and walked out of
this office. I couldn't help but keep thinking about that dream, now that I
knew what it represented. I can't believe he changed the subject, he was so
direct before. He had to have known something was up the way my body language
changed.


Maybe he didn't want to
press the issue. Maybe he wanted me to be the one to bring it up, rather than
have the memory pressed out of me like I was in an interrogation room. Fat
chance. That was one memory I would rather just forget ever happened.


 

















Chapter
Nine


 


 


I walked out of Dr. Adam's
office feeling exhausted. I had planned on these three therapy sessions being
just a question and answer type of thing, like a second interview. They just
wanted to make sure I wasn't crazy. But it was more than just that.


I got the feeling that it
didn't really matter what we had talked about. I was the one who had brought up
the dream. He did ask about what lead to my being hired in the first place, but
that seems like a natural question to ask. It's not like he was asking prying
questions about my childhood or anything like that.


So then what was the
point? If they weren't trying to find answers to their own questions, why waste
everyone's time? Any answers I gave them any detective worth his weight
could've figured out by asking me themselves.


It didn't take that long
to get to my car, and soon I was on my way. The drive home was very relaxing.
It's when I'm driving that I am at peace, even in rush hour traffic. I never
had a problem with road rage. I wasn't in any hurry to get home, and it gave me
more time to listen to my CDs.


I was really into techno
music, and when driving that's almost exclusively what I would listen to. My
shoulders would bob back and forth to the beat, my fingers hitting the steering
wheel in perfect rhythm with the song. In my car, I was the conductor.


Then my cell phone went
off.


"Mike, its Dan."
I could hear the Sheriffs voice over the phone. This was the first time he had
used my cell phone to contact me. I was curious as to the reason why.


"Yes?" I
responded.


"We have a 207 out
here towards Katy, and I could use the help."


"Ok, I'll be
there." I said. He gave me directions, and I hung up.


The call took 47 seconds.
I know this because it showed on the back of the cell phone and it was always a
habit of mine to check how long the call lasted. It's a weird habit, I know. I
don't even know why I do it.


I took I10 towards my
first case, a 207. I didn't even know what that was. I hadn't learned police
code yet. Maybe it meant robbery. Katy was on the outer edge of Houston, there
were a lot of upper class neighborhoods in that area. Robbery probably wasn't a
bad guess. More likely than murder, which one would think would happen more
often closer to downtown.


I probably shouldn't be
playing "guess the crime" while I was driving towards my first case,
but it was all I could think about. I should've asked him what it meant over
the phone and then I wouldn't have to stress over it on the drive over there.


I arrived at the scene.
Like I had guessed it was an upper class neighborhood, worth more than anything
I had ever lived in. The circle driveway was large enough to fit the three
squad cars that were parked there with ease. I parked behind one of the cars
and got out of my car. I was able to find Chief Taylor easily. I could spot
that mustache anywhere.


He was just inside the
front door, directing traffic. Another man in a suit and tie was talking with
him. I assumed he was the man that owned the place. He was dressed too nice to
be just another cop. I walked towards the two of them without really saying
anything, trying to avoid eye contact.


"I see you made it
alright." Taylor said. I nodded, so he continued, "Mike, this is Mr.
Shelby, the owner of this residence."


He motioned me to shake
his hand, so I did. I could feel Shelby's eyes beaming into my skull. But I
kept my gaze glued to the floor. Probably not the best first impression, but I
couldn't control myself in situations like these.


"His daughter was
kidnapped last night and I'm just taking his statement. The forensics guys have
cleared all of the rooms so feel free to take a look around." He said,
pointing towards the interior of the house.


So that's what 207 meant.


"Does this guy talk
or what?" asked Shelby, looking in my direction. I snuck a quick glance
back in his. He had a stressed look on his face. I didn't want to have to deal
with this guy. I'm not a people person, and I certainly wasn't about to deal
with someone that just had family kidnapped right under their nose.


"Don't worry about
him. Let him do his job." answered Taylor. I was glad the Chief had come
to my defense like that. He knows more than anyone how tense I can get around
other people.


I wandered further into
Shelby's house, giving myself a tour. First I went to the living room, and soon
after made my way to the kitchen. There wasn't anything out of the ordinary.
Nothing you wouldn't expect to see in a nice house. It was really clean and
organized. All of the pieces of furniture matched, and fit perfectly in its
place.


I made it all the way to
his bedroom and realized that I didn't even know what I was doing. I didn't
know how to survey a crime scene. Perhaps I should've asked the Chief for a
crash course in what I needed to look out for.


He didn't bring you on to
do things by the book. He hired you because you look at things from a different
perspective.


That was true. The other
detectives could worry about fingerprints and the point of entry and all of
that technical stuff. I had to approach this crime from my own perspective: the
perspective of a gamer.


We're a different breed of
people. A lot of people think gamers just push buttons and watch the action on
the screen, but the good gamers have a certain set of skills that make them
good at what they do.


I made my way into the
daughter's room upstairs where the kidnapping must have taken place. You
wouldn't know a crime had been committed here, everything was nice and neat.
The only thing that was out of place was the comforter that was supposed to be
on the bed that had been dragged to the floor.


But given the
circumstances, that's not out of the ordinary. You need to find things that
don't belong here.


I took my time looking
around the room. Maybe I wouldn't be able to tell you where the most likely
place a fingerprint was, but I had a good eye for finding things that are out
of place.


That's a skill that is
common among gamers; finding things that don't belong in an environment.
Whether it's finding strange markings on the walls signifying that there might
be some kind of hidden area nearby, or spotting an item in a hard to reach
location that you might not have seen if you weren't paying attention.


I saw a bookcase in the
back of the room with what looked like a few dozen children's books on the
shelves. By the look of the room I guess she was probably around eight years
old. The walls had been painted a light pink color that matched the bed frame,
bookcase and windows.


There were dolls and
stuffed animals everywhere. Some of them were on the windowsill next to her
bed. A few could be seen on top of the bookcase. The majority of them were on
top of a dresser; probably more than ten, all neatly aligned along the wall.


However, one of the
stuffed animals was leaning to the side. Odd. I approached the dresser with
curiosity. A nail polish container had been knocked over on its side in front
area where the stuffed animal was.


Maybe it meant nothing,
but I had to be sure. So I exited the room and looked for the Shelby. He was
still in the same place with Chief Taylor right at the front door. The chief
saw me approach and stopped talking for the moment to see what I wanted.


"I-I have a question.
Just one question." I spoke nervously, but I kept going. I needed an
answer. "D-does your…"


I stopped. He was looking
right at me and suddenly I had forgotten my question. By the time I remembered
what I had to say, panic had started to set in. This guy wasn't going to take
me seriously. I couldn't get a full sentence out let alone ask a serious
question whose answer might break the case wide open.


"I'm sorry. I-I…
can't… do this." I managed to get out finally as I turned to walk away.
Taylor followed me into the other room.


"What's wrong?"
He asked.


"Nothing's wrong.
This is who you hired." I answered. It was frustrating knowing that we
were in the middle of a kidnapping investigation and I couldn't ask her father
a simple question.


"You don't seem to
have a problem talking to me." He pointed out.


"It's
different." I managed to respond. I didn't even want to try and explain
why it was different. I wasn't sure that I even knew why. Did he think he could
just point out a flaw in my logic and suddenly that would calm my nerves? It
didn't work like that.


"I could ask for
you." He suggested. I don't think he realized how big of a deal this was
to me. To him it was his job, but for me it was a nightmare. Sometimes my
nerves catch up to me and I freeze. Then the fact that I froze in front of
everyone makes it worse.


"Thank you."


I told him my question and
he walked back to Shelby who looked at me curiously from a distance wondering
what to make of the display I had put on earlier. I was focused on the ground
but positioned in such a way that I would be able to hear his answer.


"Sorry about
that." Taylor said to Shelby.


"Is there something
wrong?" Shelby asked about me.


"It's his first day
on the job. He'll be fine." Taylor answered. "I do however have one
more question to ask before we go. Does your daughter have a favorite stuffed
animal?"


Shelby was startled a
little by the question. It was a little different than the questions he had
been asked before. He probably figured out by now that that had been the
question I wanted to ask him.


"Yes, a spotted
rabbit that her grandmother gave her when she was little." He answered.


"Thank you for your
time Mr. Shelby. Here's my card if you need to contact me." Taylor told
him. Then he motioned for me to leave with him. We were done here.


Fortunately, I had my
answer. There were a few things that bothered me about the layout of objects,
or lack there of, in the daughters room. There was a gap where another stuffed
toy could've been, and a bottle of nail polish knocked over right in front of
it.


I think the kidnapper
grabbed the stuffed animal and took it with him, knocking over the nail polish
in a rush to get out of the room as fast as possible. It irked me that he chose
that specific toy over the dozens that were in the room that were probably
easier to get to.


But then I got the answer
I was looking for. Her favorite toy was a spotted rabbit stuffed animal. I
didn't see a spotted rabbit among the stuffed animals, so that was probably the
one that the kidnapper took. But why?


It doesn't make sense
unless the kidnapper knew the victim. How else would he know which one to take?
Why would a stranger even bother to waste time grabbing a toy before he left?


I walked outside with the
Chief, we were heading back to the station to pool all of our information
together, and that's where I would tell him about my discovery. He got into his
car, and I was walking towards mine when I heard a meow behind me.


I turned around and a cat
had jumped out from under one of the other cars that was about to pull away. It
was black with white spots, and it looked like it had just been in some kind of
brawl. Fur was sticking out in different places.


"In this nice a
neighborhood, that has to be a stray." Taylor said, "Check to see if
he has a collar or something."


It took some effort to
grab the cat, but I eventually did. I looked for a collar and there was
nothing. He kept squirming trying to get out of my arms. One of his paws got
free for a bit and he left a big scratch on my hand. I fought the urge to drop
him.


"Well, we'll save
animal control a trip and take him to the local shelter. It's not too far out
of the way." He said.


I felt bad for the cat. I
know what would happen if he made it to the shelter. They would keep him there
for a few weeks and then if no one wanted him they would put him down. I
remembered what my therapist had said about pets.


"Chief, I'll take
him." I said. I set the cat down in my car and drove to my place, stopping
at a convenient store for some cat food. Then I met up with Taylor and the rest
of the guys up at the station.
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Ten


 


 


 


Bright lights filled the
room, made even brighter with the white walls. Everything looked clean and
sterile. I was in a hospital, looking at someone laying down in one of the
beds.


We were talking. I was
doing most of the talking, actually. I couldn't remember what had been said. I
didn't want to. It was so long ago.


And then without warning,
the heart monitor started beeping. Within seconds a group of doctors pushed me
back as they tried to work their magic. The beeping got louder and faster. All
of the movements the doctors made were quick and efficient as they raced
against the clock.


Then the movements started
slowing down, their patient was dead. They stared at the dead body for a few
seconds before turning to look for me. But by that time I had already left.


*  *  *


"Mike, you
there?" Someone asked, snapping me out of my dream.


"Sorry, I spaced for
a second." I replied. I was in the conference room at the police
department. It was Chief Taylor, three other detectives whose names I had not
yet memorized, and myself. These were the people that had been assigned to work
the Shelby kidnapping case. Four detectives and a consultant seemed a little
high for something like this, but the guy apparently owned a chain of
businesses in Houston so his case got a little more attention. That's America
for you I guess.


"Here's what we know
so far." Taylor started, "Shelby's nine year old daughter was kidnapped
some time after he went to sleep around midnight and before three AM when he
discovered she was gone.


"The security system
didn't trigger. We couldn't find evidence of how the kidnapper disarming the
security system himself. But when we pressed Shelby on the issue, he told us
that he might have forgotten to set it that night. Jay, anything you would like
to share?"


The chief had turned to
this Hispanic looking man about my age. I'm guessing this was the
"Jay" he was referring to. We all waited for him to give his little
presentation.


"The point of entry
was the door. Metal scrapings indicated that the lock was picked. From there he
went to the daughter's room where chloroform was used to subdue the victim.
Then they left out the same door they came in." Jay stated in a serious
tone. I had only met the guy a few days ago maybe and I could tell that this
guy meant business when it came to his job.


"They left a
footprint on their way out." Jay continued, "It didn't match any shoe
in Shelby's house, so it's probably the kidnapper's."


"Good work, Jay.
Robert, what do you have?" Asked the chief, I figured out pretty fast he
was just going to go around the room and get any information that we found out.
I was sitting right next to the chief, which meant I would be last. I hadn't
prepared in advance what I would say.


Quickly I got my PDA out
and opened the free write tool. It was something I used when I wanted to
organize my thoughts. I used to use it all the time back when I was a game
designer to plan out features for whatever part of the game I was working on,
or perhaps write pseudo code or whatever.


We didn't really have
meetings in the sense that these detectives were. We would all sit in the same
room sure, but rarely did I have to provide anything but a short answer
response to a question they would ask.


"Shelby told me that
he had gotten a phone call from the kidnapper hours after it had
happened." Robert began, "They wanted money for the kid and told him
he had until Friday to deliver the five hundred thousand dollar ransom. His
phone records show a 5 minute conversation at five in the morning. The number
came up as a pre-paid cell phone, untraceable."


Friday was five days from
now, that seemed a little odd. The kidnappers usually want the ransom in hours,
not days. Or was that just a TV thing? I raised my hand slowly to ask a
question and eventually someone noticed.


"Do you have
something to add, Mike?" Taylor asked.


"Friday is five days
from now. Is it normal to give that much time?" I wondered.


"In my experience,
with something like this they tend to want as much money as they think they can
get as fast as possible. The extra time could mean anything, or it could mean
nothing."


I went back to my PDA,
trying to form some kind of outline of what I was going to say. But when it
came to my opportunity to speak, I didn't know what I would do. Was I supposed
to just read off of screen? I didn't have enough time to memorize my speech
like I usually would in any other presentation scenario.


"I told him that it
would be a bad idea to pay, because it would mean the guy gets away with
it" Robert continued, "but he seems adamant on getting this over with
and getting his daughter back."


"It just means we
need to catch the guy before Friday." Taylor responded, turning to the
only female in the room "Rogers, what do you have?"


"I tried finding as
much information on Shelby as I could. Not much out of the ordinary, the guy
owns a few businesses around Houston, has the usual friends and enemies. Shelby
and his wife recently divorced, so maybe we could look into the wife being a
potential suspect." She said.


Of course, the first
suspect they always look at is the divorced spouse. I raised my hand again. The
chief saw me, but didn't respond immediately. After a few seconds he finally
acknowledged me.


"Mike, you don't have
to raise your hand. Just say what you want to say." He told me.


"Did the father have
full custody of the kid?" I asked. If the father had full custody of the
kid, then the ex-wife could've had motive to get her back.


"No." Rogers
answered, "I don't know if that means anything. I've seen spouses do
things like this out of spite."


"I asked Shelby if he
had any enemies, and the only person he mentioned was a business rival of his
by the name of Nick Spartz. He didn't mention the wife." Taylor cut in. I
went back to my PDA and continued typing while they had their exchange. I had
forgotten I was next. When I looked up from my PDA, Taylor was looking straight
at me.


"Mike, what are you
doing with that PDA?" He asked.


"Nothing, I
just—" I was interrupted by him grabbing the PDA out of my hands.


"Missing stuffed
animal…tipped over nail polish…" He began reading off the screen.
"Mike, what is this?"


"I, uh… Well, I was
searching through the house like you said…" I trailed off awkwardly. I ran
my hands through my hair nervously. "My notes are on the PDA, may I have
it back?"


When I got it back, I
tried to regain my composure before giving my presentation by taking a deep
breath. I stared at the screen in my hands and started talking. It didn't look
that professional, but this was the best I could do with such little time to
prepare.


"Missing stuffed
animal…" I read off the screen, trying to remember what I was going to
say. "Oh! The father said that her, uh, favorite toy was this rabbit.
B-But, uh, couldn't find it… in the room I mean… b-but I did find a missing
stuffed animal. I mean, I found that one of the stuffed toys was missing. The
nail polish in front was knocked over."


I took another deep
breath. I wasn't really doing a good job explaining what I found, but this was
the best I could do.


"Is he ok?" Jay
asked. Taylor gave him a look and he backed off. I had never really spoken this
much in front of the other guys on the team. It frustrated me that this was the
first impression I was giving them, stuttering like an idiot.


"Um, the rest of the
room was clean." I continued, gaining my confidence back a little,
"Meaning the kidnapper most likely took the doll, which means that it was
probably someone that knows that that's her favorite."


"But it could just be
a huge coincidence that that was the stuffed toy he took. Or her favorite toy
could've been lost before the kidnapping and he took something else." Jay
countered. It wasn't in me to press the issue and debate my point, so I let his
comment go without a rebuttal.


"Jay, I want you to
go talk to the ex-wife and get her statement. Tomorrow, Mike and I can talk to
Spartz at his office downtown. I want the rest of you to work with forensics
and see if you can pick up any leads from the evidence."


I didn't really like any
of the suspects we had so far. The wife had the opportunity. It's perceivable
that she knew how to disable the alarm easily. She would've known which stuffed
toy was her daughter's favorite. But why risk going to jail and losing the
divorce settlement and custody of her daughter in the process by committing a
crime? Why ask for a ransom?


Maybe it was just out of
spite. Maybe this was an ugly divorce and it was revenge on her former husband.
Then why didn't Shelby implicate her when Taylor asked him who most likely
would commit this crime. If he didn't think she was capable, then why should
we? It might have been possible that Shelby knows his wife is capable but is
covering for her for some reason, although if that were really the case then he
wouldn't have called the cops.


Then there was Spartz. He
had the motive, if he wanted to hurt his rival and perhaps compromise him
emotionally by kidnapping his daughter. But the crime was committed in such a
way that it was almost impossible that he could've done it. And like with the
wife, why risk suck a lucrative career as a businessman? Why potentially throw
it all away?


You had the kidnapper
asking for five days to deliver on the ransom. It made me think that this was
less about the money and perhaps something else. Both suspects didn't really
need money, and there would be ways to hurt Shelby that aren't as risky if this
were about revenge.


The meeting ended, I had
worked out some of the logic but hadn't come any closer to figuring this one
out. I would need more information, and that would have to wait until tomorrow.


 


 


 


 

















Chapter
Eleven


 


 


I had made it back to my
place. I was still moving stuff in. There were boxes everywhere, but I had been
there long enough to set up my entertainment system.


I had a projector set up
to throw an image at this giant screen on the wall that went all the way to the
floor. Speakers were then wired all around the room to provide me with surround
sound. I loved this setup because it allowed me to store everything, including
the game system and projector, behind me rather than clogging up space right
next to the TV.


I was playing a first
person shooter online with my online friends. It was a group of people I had
been playing games with for over two years now. It was four of us. First there
was me, and then you had Toothpick and Darthsmallz. Those were their gamer
names obviously. They were brothers still in high school.


Darth was the loud mouth
of the group. He could sometimes be off putting if you weren't ready for him.
But if it wasn't for him, it would be pretty silent while we were playing
because the rest of us didn't really talk other than to communicate strategy.
He and his brother were a pretty good two person team as they were usually in
tune with the other's movements. It helped that they both played in the same
room.


I met these guys through
the game. I always like the team matches, and I got to know these guys by
playing with them a lot. They liked my style of play, and they were decent
players, so we grouped together a lot. For the longest time it was just the
three of us playing these video games. Then RedArrow showed up.


You need four people to
compete in most group matches. If you have three it automatically pairs you
with a fourth. Red was paired with us a lot over the period of a week, and
eventually we just asked him if he wanted to join the team. The guy is pretty
quiet, but he's a smart player and amazing on his own. The guy is always
playing in free for alls, and he's pretty highly ranked in that category.


And eventually we made it
official and created a group named Train Wreck containing the four of us as the
only members. I made us a website so that we could plan events. Generally we
would get together two or three times a week and play our favorite first person
shooter game.


Time passed and people
settled into specific roles. Everyone knew what everyone else was good at and
what they were bad at. Eventually I started making specific strategies for
certain maps. Fast forward to the present, and we were the highest ranked team
in the nation at Capture the Flag, and in the top five in several other games.


But that could change
today. A new team had risen up in the rankings named Hunting Party. We had
battled against them a few times in Capture the Flag, and we had yet to beat
them. They were smart and patient.


They used a pretty simple
Counterstrike strategy similar to what we played. They would stick three of
their guys in the base with the flag. Then send one guy out as a scout to keep
the opposing team's defense honest. With three guys in the base, it makes it
pretty hard to mount any kind of strike to grab the flag while defending their
own base.


Now, the rules of Capture
the Flag were pretty simple in this game. The first team to capture the other
person's flag won, but you can't capture their flag while they have yours.
Also, the flag carrier will be a tad slower and couldn't shoot at the same time
as he's carrying the flag making it possible for people to catch up to him and
kill him if you don't defend the flag carrier.


Sometimes the game would
be over in minutes, and sometimes it would take forever for this first guy to
bring the enemy flag back


"Ok guys, they have
caught up to us, but we're not going to let them pass us." I spoke. We
were in the game lobby and it revealed that our opponents were the Hunting
Party team, and the game was Capture the Flag. One more loss and they would
take over our number one ranking.


"Ya got that right,
Gramps. Those suckas beat us for the last time!" Darth yelled back. Gramps
was my gamer name. It used to be something else, but then when we started
playing as a group Darth and Tooth would usually call me Gramps because I was
so old compared to them. It didn't really bother me. In fact, I thought it was
kind of cool.


In the real world, I was
nervous wreck most of the time. I always felt uncomfortable dealing with other
people. But in the game world, the human element isn't as big a factor. All you
had was the game. No hidden motives, only strategy, winning and losing,
advantages and disadvantages. I could thrive within the video game world.


"You guys remember
the plan I came up with right?" I asked.


"Tru dat."
answered Darth.


"Correct."
muttered Red.


Their counterstrike
strategy was pretty solid, but like most strategies they had glaring weaknesses
that could be exploited. Only one team member at a time is ever really outside,
and this limited their visibility. Three people would always be at the base. So
if you could contain the scout, you would have free reign to position your
teammates and grab the weapons you wanted that were placed in various locations
on the field.


"Les git dis train
goin!" exclaimed Darth as soon as the match began. We split up into three
groups. Red went up the left side of the map, and stopped before he got in
range of their base. He could usually handle himself in a one on one situation.
If the scout ran into him he would be able to take care of it.


Darth and Tooth teamed up
and went up the right side and I followed them to the place where the sniper
was while they continued to the base. I set up my camp with my sniper under a
cliff where the shadows would help camouflage my appearance. I could see the
majority of the map from my location, giving me the ability to help out on
offense as well as help defend the flag. Now everyone was in place.


"Who has the
scout?" I asked.


"I got him. We
probably have a few seconds before we see him again." Red replied.


"Good. I'll find him
with my scope and we'll take him out again before hitting the base." I
told the team. Like I had said before, their lack of visibility had allowed us
to set up where we wanted, how we wanted. And it allowed us to pretty much
attack four on three in their base while keeping our flag safe at the same time.


"Red, I found him,
he's in the trees to your left. I don't think he's seen you yet." I told
Red, "Tell me when you kill him, I'll see if I can't snipe someone trying
to peak out one of the windows before you guys go in."


I had the front entrance
to the base on my scope. Their scout was about to be dead again, and with no
visibility from inside I figured one of the three might try and peak out the
window to know in advance if we were coming. So I zoomed in on the window.


I couldn't believe my
luck. One of the players had hid against the wall right next to the window, but
with the angle I was looking in, I had a shot at him. This guy hadn't gone up
against a sniper before apparently.


"Red?" I quickly
asked.


"I got him, I'm
heading to the base now." He responded.


"Ok, everyone get
ready. Let me know when you get close to the base." I told them. I had the
guy in my sight and if I timed it just right, it would provide an element of
surprise that we could hopefully capitalize on.


"We're in range and
heading in." Red informed me. I zoomed in with my scope, and moved the
crosshairs over the guys head. It was time.


"Time to go John Woo
on these suckas!" Yelled Darth, and with that battle cry they closed in on
the base.


I pulled the trigger and
the sniper fired quietly. I saw the bullet connect with its target. The body
went down fast, and I saw a lot of movement within the base. Seconds later I
saw Darth and Tooth run in the front entrance. Darth duel wielding pistols and
Tooth brandishing a shotgun. And seconds after that was Red with his trusty
rifle.


I couldn't tell what was
happening inside the base, so I zoomed out to look for the scout. He had
probably respawned somewhere. I still heard the cacophony of noises coming out
of my earphones as the three of them battled on. Eventually the game informed
me that we had grabbed their flag.


"Tooth and Darth are
both down, but I have the flag and I'm running back." Red told me.


CLACKCLACKCLACK! A machine
gun fired from a distance. The scout had respawned and was gaining on Red now
that the flag slowed him down.


"I'm being shot
at!" He cried out.


"I found the
guy." I responded, "But I don't have a good shot. He's running in the
trees still. See if you can't bring him out in the open."


The scout kept gaining on
him. Red altered his path just a bit so that it would force the guy to come out
from his cover. They were both out in the open, and the scout was almost within
range to fire on him. It would only be a few more seconds.


"I got him in my
sight. Aiming…" I said, trying to get the best shot I could. I had to
match his movements, but he was running in a straight line and it was easy to
predict where he would be. He was a dead man now. And then all of the sudden my
screen went black.


"I can't see! What
the…" I started to say.


"What do you mean you
can't see?" I heard someone ask.


"My screen went
black. I can still hear you guys clearly, which means the game is still
working." I said. I looked back towards the projector and immediately
figured out the problem. The cat had decided to explore my entertainment system
and was now blocking the projector with his body.


"Kitty, get down! You
aren't allowed up there." I yelled. I quickly ran over to shoo him away.
He jumped off and booked it towards my bedroom before I could get to him. By
the time I made it back to the game. I had been killed by the rest of the team
that had respawned by then.


Red went down a little bit
before me and they took the flag back. During the confusion they were able to
capture our flag and win the game. That meant now we were number two in Capture
the Flag nationwide.


"Man! We had
them!" Tooth cried out in frustration.


"Guys, I'm sorry. It
was my cat. He was blocking my projector." I said apologetically. I set my
controller down.


"Oh… dat cat's
dead!" Darth spat out.


"When did you get a
cat?" Tooth asked.


"It's a long
story." I told him. It wasn't really a long story, but I didn't want to
really go into details. Losing games like this can be very sap away everyone's
drive. This would probably be our last game today, as bad as it was to end the
day like this.


I figured the cat was
hiding in my room somewhere, figuring he would be in trouble if he had stayed
where he was. As mad as I wanted to be at the guy, I knew he probably didn't
realize what he was doing.


I would need to figure out
a way to keep him from getting up there in the future. But for now I figured I
would settle for some sleep before we continued our investigation into this
kidnapping case tomorrow.

















Chapter
Twelve


 


 


The Chief and I met at
Spartz's office. He had a floor at one of the downtown buildings. He had
dressed like he had just finished taping an episode of Law and Order. He was
sporting a suit, with matching slacks and shoes, and a tie of course. I imagine
he didn't want to look weak in front of a potential suspect.


I didn't think about
dressing professionally and I had shown up in a pair of black windbreaker pants
and a red T-shirt. I looked out of place next to Taylor as we walked into the
first floor of the office building. Security met us there, and Taylor flashed
his badge so that they would let him pass to the elevator.


"Hey sir, you aren't
allowed in unless you have an appointment." The security guy motioned at
me. He didn't think I was with the Chief either. I felt so embarrassed.
Fortunately Taylor quickly informed them that I was with him and we were on our
way to meet with Spartz.


"You look like you
woke up on the wrong side of the bed." He said. He didn't say it like he
was disappointed in what I did. I could tell he was just joking with me and
forced a smile. Glad that he wasn't mad because that was one less thing I had
to worry about.


"I didn't get that
much sleep last night." I admitted.


"Excited about your
first official case?" He asked. I nodded, even though it wasn't true. The
truth was that I couldn't get to sleep because I would have that same nightmare
where I was in that hospital room and I would wake up sweating every two hours
afraid to go back to sleep.


This was the third day in
a row that I had had this exact dream, but it was the first time I had lost a
significant amount of sleep over it. I didn't know what to do. Would it get
worse as the days went by?


You can ask Dr. Adam's
what he thinks.


No. Because as much as I
was afraid that this could get worse, I was even more so afraid at what might
happen if I tried to tell someone about it. People worry about me enough.


My thoughts were
interrupted with the elevator doors opening and we found ourselves at entrance
to this giant lobby. When I thought of an office, I was thinking rooms,
hallways and doors. But this lobby was very open, kind of like what you might
find at a car dealership. There were a few desks here and there, and some had
people in them. Then there was one giant desk with what I deduced was Spartz's
secretary, and behind it was the door to his office.


"Usually with rookies
on their first case I tell them not try anything fancy." Taylor began,
turning towards me "But, I have a feeling I won't have to worry about that
with you."


I kind of managed a half
smile at that comment. He was right though. I was nervous. And not just because
this was my first case either. I was always like this, and I would always be
like this.


I wondered for a second if
I was crazy taking this job. I could never be one of those smooth talking detectives
that were on TV. I could never be an intimidating cop getting a confession out
of a suspect in an interrogation room. What was I doing here?


You didn't ask to be here,
Taylor did. He sees something inside of you that convinced him to hire you in
the first place. 


So I guess I'll just hang
in there knowing one of us believes I can do this job. Maybe I can't look tough
or sound tough, but I could think tough… if that makes any sense.


Anyway, I could get by
letting Taylor ask all the questions and look tough for the both of us.
Meanwhile I could just make myself invisible and listen, trying to piece
together facts to come up with a plan to catch the kidnapper. And if there was
something I was good at, it was making myself invisible.


Taylor and I arrived approached
the secretary stationed in front of Spartz's office. She was on the computer,
and I could tell by her relaxed stare and placement of her hand on the mouse
that she was probably just surfing the net. She didn't even notice we were
there until the Chief got her attention.


"Excuse me."
Taylor addressed the secretary impatiently.


"Oh, hey." She
said, quickly closing what she was looking at, trying to hide the fact that she
was messing around at work. "How can I help you?"


"We need to speak
with Mr. Spartz." He told her.


"And you are?"
She asked.


"Dan Taylor of
HPD," He said, quickly flashing his badge. "I need to ask him some
questions."


"He's not in right
now."


"Oh really?"
Taylor started to sound annoyed. I let them duke it out, I inched off to the side
and began looking around. From my point of view I could actually see what was
on her computer because of the way the desk curved.


"I'm sorry." She
responded.


"Do you know when
he'll be back?" He asked. I kept staring at her computer. Her desktop
background was his appointment book. I guess it was convenient to be able to
access it that quickly.


"Actually, he hasn't
been here the past two days." She responded. My ears perked up, this
conversation was actually starting to get interesting. If he had been gone the
past two days, that lined up with the events of the kidnapping. Maybe he's the
guy.


"Really? Do you have
any idea where he might be?"


"He sometimes goes
without notice and leaves me in charge of the place. I know what I'm supposed
to be doing while he's gone." She said. Apparently that included surfing
the internet.


"Well, maybe you can
help us. What can you tell us about a Mr. Walter Shelby?" Taylor inquired.


"Only that my boss
hates the man with a passion, it started way before I got here. No one knows
why, but I imagine they are both businessmen and a deal went bad and grudges
were held." She answered. That would match up with what Shelby had told
us.


"We're investigating
the kidnapping of Shelby's daughter, and--" he began.


"HAH!" She
laughed, "And you think Nick is the guy?"


"Well, he has no
alibi for the past two days." Taylor reminded her.


"Nick wouldn't stoop
to that level to get back at Shelby. He'll beat him in the boardroom, sure. But
kidnapping? That's ridiculous." She told us.


This whole time I had been
focused on the schedule desktop on her computer. It was set to show all the
appointments this month. Some were straight forward like "Dry Cleaning
4PM" or "FamSel board meeting 8AM". But then others just had
first names with no other note. There was an entry that said "Karl"
on it a week ago and then just a few days after that "Skip". Did he
know these guys personally and that's why he used a first name? Taylor noticed
me paying close attention to the schedule and got curious as well.


"There is an entry
for a Karl on this schedule." He said. I was glad Taylor asked the
question rather than me having to.


"I believe that was
the day that he met with the head of the shipping department." She told
him.


"And his name is
Karl."


"No."


"Well, then what does
Karl mean?" He wondered.


"He likes to be
cryptic with his appointment names sometimes, I guess. It doesn't really mean
anything." She answered.


So Spartz used code words
to hide the identity of who he was meeting with. But certainly there was nothing
special about meeting with the head of shipping, right? I wanted to ask her a
question. Of course, that would require talking to the secretary. I had to
think of something.


BZZZ BZZZ!


"My phone is going
off and…" Taylor started to say. He saw my name in the caller ID. I was
sending him a text message. He clicked it open and as soon as he figured out
what I had done he chuckled to himself.


"Anyone in the office
go by the name Karl or Skip by chance, or anyone else he might know?" He
asked the question I sent him. I figured that it might be possible that the
names were people in real life he knew that either looked or acted like the
person he was meeting, and using their names instead made it easier to remember
because he dealt with them more often.


"Yes there is, but
its Carl with a 'C'" She said, killing off my idea. At least it eliminated
one possibility.


I thought that this
cryptic looking schedule might give us answers as to what he was doing. But
there doesn't seem to be any connection between him meeting with the head of
shipping and a kidnapping case.


"What about
Skip?"


"He had a meeting
with Mr. Shelby that day." She said.


"Only three days
before the kidnapping. Do you happen to know what it was about?" He asked.
I could see by the look in his eyes that he felt pretty good about Spartz being
the kidnapper. The two of them meeting only days before the crime was very
significant.


"No. Probably
business stuff I guess." She answered sounding a little irritated,
"I'm sorry, but I have a few things I needed to finish before he gets back
if you were done asking questions."


"We're done. But I'm
going to need security camera footage to confirm your story and I would like a
copy of his schedule as well." The Chief told her.


We made it to the
elevators, and as soon as the secretary left the desk and went out of earshot I
broke my silence that I had maintained while we had been in his office.


"Do you mind if I run
with the schedule lead?" I asked. The elevator doors opened and we got in.


"Heh, so now you
decide to talk. I'm surprised you didn't text me that question also." He
said jokingly.


"I, uh, the question…
sounded better coming from you." I eventually replied freezing like I
usually do in a small talk situation.


"You are doing just
fine talking to me." He stated, "I don't see what is keeping you from
asking these questions to other people."


I didn't answer. Maybe I
didn't want to ask a stupid question and this was my way of running it by him
before hand. Or perhaps it was as simple as my not wanting attention. If I ask
Taylor, he's not going to answer me. He'll ask the guy and the guy will tell
him the answer and it requires almost no interaction on my part. I'm never the
focus of the conversation.


Finally Taylor turned to
me and said, "Sure, go ahead and see if you can figure out anything from
the schedule that might help us."


I was really interested in
what Spartz's logic was in putting the names in the schedule like that. It's
quite possible it's something innocent and it would lead to nowhere. If it
wasn't for the fact that one of the people he met with was Shelby himself, I
probably wouldn't have bothered. But what if 'Skip' told us more about the
meeting other than who it was between?


Taylor stopped at the
front desk to get security camera footage from the guys there and I waited in
the car. Gave me a few minutes to relax by myself and just watch foot traffic
walk the downtown streets. It was lunch hour, and that meant a lot of folks
were either just heading out to get food or going back to their office.


People say 'It's a small
world', but I don't think that's true. Maybe you have your circle of friends,
people you know and such, but there are millions upon millions of circles just
like yours all around the world. I can sit down and watch people walk past me,
and I look at every one of their faces and know that each of them has a
completely separate life with different friends and family.


When you think about it,
the world is quite large actually. I scan mindlessly through the faces of
strangers, perhaps wondering what plans they had later that day after they got
off of work. Dozens upon dozens of people I had never met.


But then I saw a flash of
a familiar face walk just past me. I jolted me out of my seat. Was I seeing
things? It couldn't be him. But I had to be sure.


I got out of the car and
made my way down the street. Now he was walking away from me and I couldn't see
his face. If only he would turn around.


Finally he did, and I saw
his tanned skin, full head of graying hair, and a look that told the world that
he meant business. I knew that look. I had seen that look my entire life. And
it confirmed to me that this man was the person that I thought he was.


My father.


 

















Chapter
Thirteen


 


 


Later that day I had a
session with Dr. Adams. After this one there would only be one more hour with
the shrink and it would all be over. I would be cleared to work any case they
wanted me for.


"Anything interesting
happen to you since we last met?" He asked. Of course things happened
since yesterday. I was working a kidnapping case and we had a few leads. I had
taken his suggestion and got myself a cat. Although, that didn't really work
out as well as I had planned.


I found out my father was
once again living in Houston. Then there were the nightmares I had been having
since I had moved here and taken this job. But there wasn't really anything I
wanted to talk about. I had to choose something fast or else he would choose
for me.


"I got that cat you
talked about." I finally muttered at the floor.


"Good for you!"
He replied with excitement in his voice, "And how is that working
out?"


"Not so well." I
said, showing off all the scratches the cat had given me the past day. "He
decided to park right in front of my projector, causing me to lose a game I was
playing."


"Well, things will
get better, I'm sure." He told me. I wasn't as confidant as he was. I was
hoping I would run into someone looking for a cat because it didn't look like
this would work out.


"What's his
name?" He asked, catching me off guard.


"Uh, I haven't
thought of one yet." I replied.


"You should probably
figure that out before it's too late. Don't want to give your cat an identity
crisis." He laughed at his own lame joke. I couldn't think of a name that
I liked. I didn't want to pick something only to regret it days later when I
think of something better. I hadn't had much time to put thought into names
anyway with this case going on.


I couldn't think of
something to add to my news about the cat. I glanced at the clock on the wall
and only five minutes had gone by. Somehow I needed to fill an hour, because I
had a feeling that the Dr. Adams wasn't about to help me fill it with a
conversation starter of his own.


There were only three more
subjects I could even think of to talk about: the case, the nightmare and my
father. None of them were conversations I wanted to have, but I went with the
lesser of the evils.


"I'm on a kidnapping
case with the Chief and his team." I finally spat out.


"Oh really? That must
be interesting for you." He replied with some enthusiasm.


"Yeah." I
muttered at the ground. I had hoped Dr. Adams would give me some kind of
leading question to work with. But he didn't say anything else. I had the
feeling that this was his method. Of course, with seconds ticking away and the
silence becoming more awkward, I couldn't afford to think about his methods.


"I actually had come
up with some interesting logical clues… b-but they seemed to have gone another
direction. I think they are going the wrong way with this case." I spoke
with a hint of anxiety in my voice. I don't like to complain, to talk about my
problems. But he left me with no choice.


"Why don't you tell
Chief Taylor about this? Or have you told him already?" He asked me.


"No, I haven't."
I answered, "I know what he will say, that I have no solid evidence to
back up my point. Nothing we can take to court at least. And I don't really
have a theory on who the kidnapper is or what his plans are, just clues that
tell me that they are wasting their time."


"It sounds like
either you need to get more information to build your case, or you need to tell
Chief Taylor what you know already and hope he sees what you see." He
said, giving me a choice.


Well, the answer seemed
obvious. I should just build my case. I had my own lead. If I could figure out
the code behind the schedule, that might be the key in figuring out who did it.


We talked about some of
the details I was allowed to talk about for a little while after that. I went
into greater detail about what I was specifically working on. Dr. Adams had no
clue what to make about the connection between the name "Karl" and
the head of shipping or the connection between "Skip" and Shelby.


I looked at the clock, and
we were only halfway into the session by the time I had ran out of things to
talk about with this case. I searched my mind for small things I could talk
about to fill in the time, but the only things I came up with were the two
subjects I wanted to avoid. I had to say something, and fast.


"I saw my father
yesterday." I finally spat out regretfully, sitting up in my seat and
running my hands through my hair nervously. The chair that I had once thought
of as relaxing and comfortable had suddenly made me feel irritable. Although, I
think it's fair to say that it wasn't entirely the chair's fault.


"You know, we're
midway though the second session and I don't think you have mentioned your
family yet. Did it feel nice to catch up with him again?" I was already
very uncomfortable, but his choice of words made it even worse. Of course he
would assume I had talked to him.


"I saw him… b-but he
didn't see me. He happened to walk past me while I was waiting for the Chief to
get the security footage at Spartz's office." I stumbled over my words,
looking at my feet moving back and forth on the ground.


"And you weren't able
to catch up to him on the street?" He wondered.


"I-I don't know.
Maybe I… should've tried harder." I said, my sentence trailing off at the
end.


"Sounds like you
didn't have a good relationship with him." He said as he scribbled
something in his notebook, "How long has it been since you last
talked?"


"Graduation." I
answered.


"College?"


"High School."


"It seems like you
tend to not want to deal with your problems head on." He pointed out.
"With the case you are afraid to confront anyone, and you've been avoiding
your father for closing on fifteen years now. Why do you think you shy away
from conflict like you do?"


"Arguing with someone
never gets you anywhere. That's something I learned spending most of my
childhood years in fights with my father. No one ever wins an argument because
no one wants to admit they might be wrong." I said with a bit of emotion.


"What was your father
like growing up?" Dr. Adams wanted to know. As much as I hated talked
about my past like this, at least I could just focus on answering questions
rather than leading the conversation like I had to do before.


"He's a lawyer, and
the times he wasn't working he would get on to me about something." I told
him, "The worst was my video games. I started to get into playing them as
a teenager. He thought they were a waste of time."


"From the moment I
discovered video games, I knew that's what I wanted to do when I grew up."
I continued, "But my dad wanted to be a lawyer and follow in his
footsteps. Can you picture me in a courtroom? There was no arguing with him. I
told him that this was what I wanted to be when I grew up and he would laugh at
me like I was stupid for even thinking about it."


There was so much hate in
my voice. It was unusual for me to talk like this. I always thought that it was
a waste of time to hate someone. It doesn't change a thing, and it eats you up
in side. After that little speech I gave I felt drained.


"And your
mother?" He asked.


"They divorced a long
time ago." I answered. We kept talking about my father. I told him about
the time he threw out all of my video game stuff when I was seventeen years
old. Every game I had bought had been given to me by friends or paid for with
the allowance money I had saved up. All of it gone.


That had been the last
straw for me. He wouldn't accept me for who I was. So I had my sights set on
leaving. I picked out a college that had a good computer science program and I
was able to get a full scholarship because I near the top of my graduating
class and scored high the SATs.


I had learned how to do
everything on my own pretty fast. College was a breeze, and then I got my job.
It's something I prided myself on. Most guys with rich parents would take the
easy road and let them pay for anything. But I had been able to do it all
without them.


Dr. Adams eventually
interrupted me with the news that my time was up. I left his office calm, but
on the inside I was still mad. Why did I have to run into him on that street? I
remembered hearing he had gotten a job at a firm in Florida, what was he doing
back in Houston now?


The worst part about it
was that I knew eventually, due to the nature of his job and mine that we would
both meet eventually. After fifteen years, what would he say? What would I say?
I'm living a successful life, would he see that and realize that I was right?
Or would he scoff at the life I chose?


Not knowing was what made
it bad. It was like if someone told you they would hit you, but not telling you
when they were going to do it. I tried to think of other things, like the case
I had been working on.


Dr. Adam's was right on
the money there too. I didn't want to tell Taylor about my current theories
because there wasn't really any merit to them. I had to find the answers first
before they went too far down the wrong path, but there were too many
questions.


How did the kidnapper
break into the guy's house so easily? Why did he take her favorite toy with
him? That seemed to point to the ex-wife. She might know how to disarm the
alarm or get into the house without setting it off. She would probably have
thought to bring the toy with her. But would she really do something like that
out of spite?


Spartz might have figured
out a way to disable the alarm somehow without leaving any evidence of what he
did, but it's doubtful. He definitely wouldn't have thought to bring her doll
with him, but then again it could've been a giant coincidence that it is
missing. He met with Shelby a few days before, that could have everything to do
with this kidnapping or it could be just a giant coincidence as well. The thing
that bothers me about Spartz as a suspect is: why would a guy as successful as
he was, risk his lifestyle for what probably amounted to petty vengeance?


Both suspects didn't have
alibis yet for that time as far as we can tell. But then again, then again the
evidence against either one is shaky. Their motives for kidnapping the daughter
were also shaky, and at best there were less risky ways to accomplish the same
goal. What was there to make of the five day deadline for the ransom? Maybe
this kidnapping plot is a cover for something bigger.


It was all I could think
about the rest of the day: the case and the impending meeting between me and my
father. I went back and forth between the two long into the night as I
struggled to fall asleep yet again.
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The next day couldn't come
soon enough. Taylor let me drive so that he could use the computer from the
passenger's seat to do some background research. We were headed to Shelby's
house to get an update from him and also to ask about the meeting that Spartz
had with him only a few days before the kidnapping. It was better to show up in
person and get this information rather than call from the station, despite the
fact that it was a good twenty minute drive to the guy's house.


"I'll only be a few
minutes, did you want anything?" Taylor asked me as he walked into the
convenient store. I told him no, and he walked in side leaving me alone in the
car. It gave me a few minutes to relax.


From my vantage point I
could only really see the entrance to the corner store. Two kids no older than
ten years old walked out with a bag that had some candy and drinks. I deduced
that they probably were here with their parents filling the tank up and they
let them get something inside.


They walked towards one of
the cars and I could see a smiling older man greet them, probably their dad
having finished putting gas in the car. I saw his lips move as he looked down
at them and he had a look as if to say 'So, did you pick something out for
yourselves?'


Both of the kids smiled
back as they nodded in agreement before getting into the car. Seconds later the
car had pulled away, off to wherever they were headed. I didn't know whether to
pity them or feel jealous.


I felt a little jealous
because I knew that I would never feel like that for the rest of my life. Back
in the day something as simple as your parents letting you buy candy from the
corner store before going to the zoo would just make your day. Then you grow up
and the experience is never quite the same, even though you could buy your own
candy and pay for a trip to the zoo on your own. You realize that it's not the
candy that made you happy, but the connections you make with people that care
about you.


That was me when I was a
kid, coming out of the corner store with a handful of candy before I went to
Astroworld with my friend Jessica and her father. I once knew what it was like
to feel like that. But now she's gone, and the memories were slowly fading.


That's why part of me
pitied those two kids. They haven't experienced the pain and agony that life
can sometimes throw at you. They haven't lost someone close to them, someone
that they had shared many memories with. And once you experience that pain, you
can never go back. I could never go back.


"I got you some
bottled water just in case you got thirsty later." Taylor announced as he
got in the car. I started the engine again and we headed out.


I carefully navigated the
downtown streets. Driving in the squad car was a little different from driving
in my own car. I couldn't listen to my music, and I had to deal with the
computer noises being made right next to me. Between the keyboard clacking and
fan working hard to keep the processor cooled, it was hard to concentrate on
the road sometimes.


"You can drive the
speed limit you know. I promise you, you won't get pulled over." He teased
me. I was driving a bit slow because I was nervous about driving another
person's car. I didn't want to wreck it or anything.


I could tell that the cars
around me went out of their way to not draw attention to themselves. It made it
a little easier to drive. I turned right on the next street and continued on to
Shelby's place.


"Hey, you didn't have
to turn there." Taylor informed me, "You could've taken this street
all the way to the loop."


"Really? I thought
this way was faster." I said.


"No. It's not really
any faster, and if you factor in the left turn you'll have to make soon it's
probably slower."


"I guess it's been
awhile since I've driven these streets. We'll still get there in good
time." I said as I got right up to the left turn light before it turned
red.


"See?" Taylor
told me in his 'I told you so' voice.


While we were stopped, my
attention was drawn to the cars on the other side of the intersection. A truck
was the first to pass as soon as their light turned green. Trucks were pretty
popular in Texas. Behind that, a van passed next. I tried to play a game where
I would string a sentence together using the numbers and letters on the license
plate.


RV4 D2D: Road vehicle for dawn
to dusk. Next, a sports car with Q23 H3B: Quick twenty three hold three
buttons. The game was a lot harder than you would think considering you only
had a few seconds to think of a sentence that even remotely made sense.


Meanwhile, Taylor was
trying to find something on Spartz by looking at his credit cards to see if he
had bought anything recently that we could run with. Spartz right now was the
suspect we were putting our money on considering what we just learned from his
office.


"He rented a van a few
days ago. A white full sized one, license plate R-V-4-"


"--D-2-D?" I
interrupted. He looked at me in shock.


"How did you…"


No time to think. I cut
the wheel hard to the left so that I could U-turn and go the other way while
slamming on the gas pedal.


SCREEEEEEEEEE! Tires
screeched on the pavement.


"I saw that plate
pass us just moments ago." I informed him, "You might want to click
on the siren."


It didn't take any time
before we caught up to the white van. As soon as they saw us, they took off.
Making a sharp right at the street they had just gotten to. Taylor called it in
to the station through his radio.


"This is Chief
Taylor, we are in pursuit of a suspected kidnapper on the run. We're heading
westbound on Allen just past Shepherd. All units respond."


The van was soon doing a
swift sixty miles an hour down the street. I was a few yards behind him
matching his speed, weaving through the traffic. I had never been in a police
chase before, but I knew what the optimal moves were.


He would want to stay on these
side streets and hope that he can lose me in the heavy downtown traffic.
Getting on the interstate would be the end for him because his van simply
wasn't fast enough to lose us on the freeway. His van wouldn't be able to turn
as fast as our squad car could, meaning he wouldn't be able to lose us with a
quick right or left turn.


But he had the size
advantage. His winning move would be to lure us next to his van where he would
then bump us off into oncoming traffic. It would give him the necessary time to
make a get away.


I was in the zone. It was
only seconds ago I was frozen with anxiety, afraid to make a wrong move that
might put a scratch in their squad car. But now that something was on the line,
all of that went away and it was replaced with a refreshing new confidence that
I was not used to.


"Where did you learn
to drive like this?" He asked as I weaved in an out of traffic
effortlessly.


"Grand Theft
Auto." I responded calmly.


"You used to steal
cars?!" He said with a shocked expression.


"I used to play the
game."


If I could avoid getting
on his side while keeping a good distance, back up would soon arrive and this
would be over. I had played this all out in my head already. For every move
they could make there was a counter already in place. Of course, I hadn't
factored in guns.


BLAM! BLAM!


The bullets hit the hood
of the car and deflected off. I was at a loss for what to do against gunfire.
Should I fall back? I couldn't hold my position because they would eventually
get a good shot against us.


"Chief?" I
asked, hoping he had an answer to our situation. Backup would probably be
another half a minute. I glanced at Taylor and he was rolling the window down
with his gun in his hand.


BLAM! BLAM! BLAM!


Taylor tried to buy us a
little time with some shots of his own. Seconds later the van steered out of
control, jumped a curb and turned out its side before running into a tree.
Backup had arrived seconds later. Someone tried to flee on foot but they were
apprehended quickly. It didn't look like any of the suspects we were currently
looking at.


"I don't get it. Its
Spartz's van, why isn't he here?" I asked as me and the chief approached
the vehicle.


"Hey Mike, over
here." He pointed at the front windshield, into the front cab of the car,
"I'm not a bad shot for such an old guy am I?"


When I turned to see what
he was looking at, I saw the bloody bullet hole in the windshield from one of
Taylor's shots. Slumped over in the drivers seat was none other than Nick
Spartz himself.


Now I was confused. Spartz
was dead, killed with a lucky shot by Taylor during the pursuit. But then who
was the other guy? Maybe this other guy was the key to Spartz getting into
Shelby's house undetected. But what I didn't get was, why was Spartz driving
the van? Why did he rent the van under his name in the first place?


He had to have figured
that we would be looking into him as a suspect considering this history with
Shelby, so instead of using cash or someone else's card he buys a vehicle that
we would be able to track back to him. It was probably the same vehicle that he
committed the kidnapping with.


What if we could trace
that vehicle to tire marks made at the scene of the crime, or witness recounts,
or… anything? That would be the end of his game, and all because of some rookie
mistake.


It didn't sit right with
me. The signs pointed to Spartz being involved, but there were a number of
questions that I didn't have an answer to.
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"I can't believe
this. They have it all wrong." I paced back and forth in Dr. Adams' office.
It was the same day that we had arrested the guy from the van. His name was
Lenard Smith according to his ID.


We took the guy back to
the station, ran his prints and did a background check on him. He was already
in the system for various crimes. Nothing big, but small time things like
vandalism, burglary and shoplifting. They matched his shoes to the print they
had found at Shelby's house. He copped to the kidnapping, and his story was
that he was paid by Spartz to get the girl from Shelby's house.


As soon as they learned
this information they searched Spartz's house and her daughter was locked in
one of the rooms. Case closed, according to Taylor.


"No, no, no. Nothing
about this makes sense at all!" I vented at the shrink, "This doesn't
match up with the information we already knew about the case. Why was he even
there? He should've been somewhere else establishing an alibi."


It bugged me that a guy
like Spartz would pay a guy to be an accomplice with him. It makes more sense
to pay a guy to commit the crime in such a way that Spartz wouldn't be
implicated.


"Well, Smith had
experience breaking into homes, so that's why Spartz needed him. Is it possible
you caught them the one time they happened to be driving together?" Dr.
Adams tried to offer.


"That's unlikely. And
that doesn't answer any of the other questions. Why take so many risks? He used
a credit card to rent a van?" I asked.


"I don't know. But it
was him driving the car that was involved in the police chase, with the same
man that had been connected to the kidnapping with the shoeprint he left, and
Shelby's daughter was found at his house. Seems like a slam dunk case to
me." He replied.


I'll give him that Smith
was involved. He confessed to the crime and there is solid evidence that puts
him inside Shelby's house. But I'm beginning to think that Spartz might've just
rented a van for some innocent reason and somehow got mixed up with Smith,
which resulted in the police chase.


Whoever Smith was working
with got smart and moved them over to his house before the cops arrived, and
that would mean the real person behind this kidnapping would be off the hook.


No, that doesn't make
sense either. Because when all is said and done, Shelby got his daughter back.
No ransom payment needed to be made. No other demands had to be fulfilled. So
what, did the kidnapper just change his mind and take the opportunity to return
Shelby's daughter without being implicated as the kidnapper?


But then that doesn't make
sense either because we have a suspect in custody. Would he really keep his
mouth shut about who he was working for and serve the full kidnapping charge?


So then we are back to
Spartz being the most logical choice as the brains behind the operation, yet we
still haven't found a single answer to any of the questions that make me not
think he's involved. Usually these long thought experiments result in some kind
of new discovery about whatever I was working on. It might not lead to the
culprit, but it would at least give some kind of angle I didn't have before.


"Mike, you should
probably just let it go. You don't want to let every unanswered question eat
you up inside." Dr. Adams finally said. I had been silent for what must
have been five minutes.


He was right. I was pretty
sure that Smith was involved, and we got him on kidnapping. I would have to
live with the fact that we might not have gotten the rest of the people
involved. We're probably going to miss on some of these, and I can't let that
get to me.


"I would like to talk
about your family again, if that's okay with you." Dr. Adam's said,
"We got to talk about your father most of the last session. What about
your mother?"


"I didn't get to see
her a lot after the… uh, divorce." I struggled to get the word out,
"But before… we were close."


My dad would go on business
trips every so often, and when he was at home he was at the office most of the
time anyway. I guess that's the price of being an up and coming lawyer with
ambition to make it to the top. He did what it took to get the promotion, the
raise, and the praise from his superiors. If that meant less time for his kids,
so be it. Not that I minded.


Usually my mom would drive
him to the airport on the days they wanted to send him somewhere, and if I
didn't have school I would tag along. The airport was about a forty-five minute
drive from our house. It was just the two of us on a long car ride, and we
would talk the entire time.


We would talk about
everything. Not just about how school was going and what I had done that day,
but real issues. She was the first person I would confide in with any problem I
had, whether it be school related or whatever.


I'd talk about something
that had happened to me at school, and we would sit there in the car and
analyze the issue from every angle. Somewhere along the way the subject might
spur into something else, and we would go down that path and continue the
conversation. Then that subject would morph into something else.


The subject matter of our
conversations ranged a wide variety of topics. One second we're talking about
why it is wrong to steal and the next moment it's what we saw on TV yesterday.
Then before we knew it, we had finished our trip back to the house. We had
passed the time talking. I had learned a lot about life during those trips from
the airport back to my house.


"So, Mike." He
finally spoke after listening to me talk for awhile, "From what I
understand, this is all before the divorce?"


"Yeah." I
answered.


"Did you ever get to
see her after?" He asked, trying to put the pieces together.


"No." I replied,
stress starting to gather in my stomach. My limps felt limp as I just sat there
answering his questions.


"Why not? It's rare
for the father to get full custody in the divorce unless there are some
outstanding circumstances. Even if that were the case, when you became an adult
you could do whatever you wanted. But you chose to go to Chicago?"


I took a deep breath to
calm my nerves. I had talked about the beginning of our story, but I hadn't
told him the end yet. I didn't want to. But he brought it up. he wanted to talk
about it.


"I need to go to the
bathroom." was the only thing I could think of to say.


"Sure, we can take a
break for a minute or two." He said. I think he knew why I really wanted
to take a break.


So I left the room and
headed to the bathroom. I never made it inside the door. I paced up and down
the hallway right out side. Could I really tell him the ending to the story?
After all these years? Just thinking about it made my mind start to spin.


I tried to think of other
things so that I wouldn't have a nervous breakdown outside of his office. I was
hopeless. If I couldn't even think about it, what hope did I have of telling
him about it? I shouldn't have to. I didn't want to. I kept pacing up and down
the hallway, staring at the ground. I didn't have to. The door was right there,
I could just walk out and no one would ever know what happened.


I didn't think about it
for more than a second, I just reacted. Before I knew it, I was out the door. I
had gotten to my car and the gravity of what I had done had hit me. I felt like
a fugitive running from the police.


It took all of my will
power to not completely breakdown on the highway. I eventually made it to the
house and my phone was already ringing. I ignored it, throwing myself on the
floor next to my bed.


Why can't you just trust
someone enough to tell them what is bothering you?


I ignored my conscience. I
hated myself already for what I had done. For once in my life I thought I could
take the step to become different, normal. But I was still the same person. What
contribution did I make to this case? I asked the wrong questions. Heck, I
didn't even ask the questions. Someone else asked them for me and they resulted
in nothing. The cops caught the guy and the only thing I did to contribute was
drive the car.


So this is what it came
down to. Things got tough for me and like usual, my response was to run away.
My time in Houston was over. If I was lucky my old boss would let me come back
to work for him, but I couldn't face the chief again.


MEEEOOOWWWW! The cat growled
at me from across the room. Reminding me yet again of another mistake I made. I
should've just let the chief take him to the animal shelter. I still hadn't
given him a name. Maybe I could just leave him here and someone else would find
him and take care of him.


"What, do you want
food or something? I gave you some earlier." I had fed him before going to
see Dr. Adams.


MEEEOOOWWWW! The cat kept
it up as if he were teasing me from the doorway.


"You wouldn't know
what I go through. You have it easy, just sitting around doing nothing but
eating and taking naps."


MEEEOOOWWWW! He growled at
me again as if to ask 'What's wrong?'


"What's wrong?!"
I yelled at the cat, "You want to know what's wrong?! I lied to Dr. Adams,
and now my stint as a consultant is over!"


Everything I had said
today was the truth. I did lie to him, just not today. It was yesterday. That's
why I didn't want to talk about it. He asked why my father had gotten full
custody. He asked why I didn't want to go live with her after graduating high
school. That was the lie. My parents never got divorced.


As soon as that thought
had popped in my mind, it was like I had gone back in time. I could see the
hospital room as if I were actually there. I was reliving my nightmare, the
same one I had been having the past few days that had denied me of a good
nights sleep.


"Michael, how did you
get here?" My mother finally spotted me at the entrance to the room she
was in. She was just laying there in the bed next to the heart monitor that was
keeping track of her heart rate.


"I called a cab over
here." I said with a mischievous grin.


"Does Mrs. Jones know
where you are?" She asked. Mrs. Jones was babysitting me because my dad
was out of town on business.


"I told her I was
going to Jessica's." I responded, "Thirteen is too old for a
babysitter anyway."


"Mike, when she finds
out you aren't there, she's going to be worried about you." She scolded.
The way she sounded, it was like she always did when I did something I wasn't
supposed to. Even when she was in a hospital bed, she never stopped being a
parent.


"But I haven't been
able to see you all week!" I complained, "When I was in the hospital,
Jessica was allowed to see me everyday. I just wanted to do the same."


"I'm coming back home
soon. I'll be fine."


"I know you will be
coming back home soon, but I just missed you. There are all these things that I
wanted to tell you about."


"So you came all the
way up here to tell me? You couldn't wait?" That drew a chuckle from my
mother, "What's going to happen when you grow up and get a job and your
own place? I can't travel with you wherever you go."


We kept going for about
five minutes. I got to talk about my day and the past couple of days because
she had been at the hospital since the beginning of the week. Everything was
normal.


Then she started to
complain about her chest tightening. She had pushed the call button, and by the
time the nurse got there she was in the middle of a heart attack. Doctors
rushed into the room, pushing me outside. I could just make out the crowd of
doctors from my vantage point in the hallway. I heard the loud beeping of the
heart monitor, faster and faster it went.


I didn't know what to do.
My life was crumbling down around me and there was nothing I could do. Then
suddenly, the doctors weren't moving with the same urgency they had been
before. It took me a few seconds to realize what had just happened. I had just
watched her die.


They had forgotten that I
was there in all the panic to save her. I don't know if they ever tried to look
for me, because I got out of there as fast as I could. I don't even remember
how I got home. I might've walked the whole way back. But I remembered locking
myself up in my room and crying the rest of the day.


Just like I was doing now,
having relived the memory I had kept buried for years. And for a while, I
completely lost it.


"Why did you have to
die so young?" I yelled at no one in particular, "Why did you have to
go? I always knew I could talk to you. Always knew that no matter what had
happened, you would understand. But you had to die and leave me here on my own.
Why?"


I felt so worthless. I had
a career. I had money. I had my health. But what did it matter? I had no one.
Everyone I cared about was gone, and anyone that tried to reach out to me I had
pushed away. If I were to die right now, would anyone care? Would I even have a
funeral? I wiped the tears out of my eyes, and let my hand fall to my side. I
felt fur. Looking down, I saw the cat curled up against my leg purring. He
would care if I died, because then he would be a stray again.


"Did you even know
your mother?" I asked the cat. Maybe I was crazy, talking to a cat. But I
needed to get all of this off my chest. Dr. Adams was right. This was easier
than dealing with human beings.


I had heard that animals,
especially cats and dogs, could tell when their owner wasn't feeling good. I
always thought that that was sentimental fluff that pet owners wanted to
believe about their pets. But when you think about it, animals communicate
non-verbally. So if anyone would be able to see the signs of someone in
emotional distress, it's them.


So I was sitting there,
telling my cat about my problems. Maybe he couldn't respond, but I felt like he
understood. And for a while there it was like old times on those rides back home
from the airport with my mother, just talking about things that were bothering
me.


And that's when I realized
that this was what Dr. Adams had tried to get me to do this whole time. He
didn't want me to just answer questions. He wanted me to talk about my problems
to someone.


We talked for about twenty
minutes. Or more like I talked and he just sat there, and I felt much better at
the end of the twenty minutes. The phone eventually rang, and I knew it would
probably be Dr. Adams, so I picked it up.


"Hello?" I said
into the phone.


"Mike? Are you ok?
You left the session suddenly." So it was Dr. Adams.


"Yeah, I'm sorry
about that." I said apologetically, "I freaked out. But I promise
that I'll make the session up if that's ok with you. And we can start where we
ended today."


I wasn't going to run away
this time. I would go back to my consultation job with the HPD, and I would
make it work. I didn't get to help them that much this time, but there was
always the next case. I couldn't quit on them this early in the game.


"Oh really? That's
great news. It sounds like you had a break through at home." He sounded
excited.


"Oh, and I finally
thought of a name for my cat." I began, my gaze shifting towards my room
where he was still lying down, "I'm going to name him Ash."


Ashley was my mother's
first name.


 


 


 

















Chapter
Sixteen


 


 


It had been a long day,
between being involved in a police chase and only hours later having a
breakdown at my place. I welcomed the chance to sit back and play video games
for a good long time. I needed to relax. So I put on some techno, grabbed a
controller and sat down in my favorite seat.


I found my buddies all
online. This was usually the time we all got on to play this game. So we got in
a group and started queuing up for group events. After that loss to Hunting
Party a few days ago, we were hungry to get back in the game.


"Yo, you locked that
cat in the other room this time?" Darth asked me with some concern. He
didn't want a repeat of two days ago.


"He won't interrupt
us this time." I responded. I hadn't locked Ash in the other room like a
prisoner that was being punished. He was sitting in front of me watching me
play the game. I trusted that he wouldn't get in the way this time.


We had gotten all warmed
up on group events, destroying every team we came across with ease. Usually the
plan was the same, but depending on the type of game some roles might be
slightly different. The simpler the plan the better, so that the team could
learn it fast without frustration. Once you master the plan, you get to the
point where you know everyone's role and then the plan evolves. You start to
see little things that you could do to make the team more effective, and
everyone else on the team sees what you are doing and they react accordingly.


After a few hours of
playing, we finally got what we wanted: a match against Hunting Party. The game
was capture the flag and it was on the exact same map. With this win we would
take back the capture the flag title. Everyone in our group was amped.


"We got this, yo!"
Darth encouraged the rest of us, "Let's bust that party up!"


The plan was remarkably
similar to the one from a few days ago. I anticipated that they would be
watching out for my sniper, trying to plan around it. I accounted for that by
telling the group that I would be move around after every shot or two so that
they wouldn't be able to gage my position by the direction the sniper fire came
from.


It made it slightly harder
to see the field, but I was confidant that this would work. The rest of the
plan was the same. Take out the scout, and then go after the base. Between
Red's rifle and my sniper, we were able to control the scout and shut out their
offense. They didn't want to commit anyone else to offense because they were
convinced we would slip up and they would be able to take advantage eventually.
This was truly an epic battle.


"I just took out the
scout." Red informed me. It took a few tries to time the scout's death
with our attack on the base. A few times our attack failed and they were almost
able to strike back before we stabilized at our base. But this time we were
able to break through.


"Oh snap that sucka
almost got me!" Darth exclaimed, "Ok, Gramps, I got da stick and I'm
headed that way. Punch dat foo."


I was positioned on top of
our base. I knew that whoever was chasing the flag carrier would have a hard
time dodging an attack from the front if he was trying to go after the flag at
the same time. The scout had respawned and was now chasing Darth.


"Get him, yo!"


"He's in sight.
Aiming..." I told him. I carefully tracked the chaser's movements. It only
took a few seconds and I had him locked. The hair on my arms started to tingle
with excitement, I was about to seal our victory. We would beat Hunting Party
for the first time and regain our Capture the Flag title.


"Boom,
headshot." I whispered to myself as I took the shot. The chaser dropped,
and suddenly there was no one even close to Darth carrying the flag.


"To da thirty! To da
twenty five!" Darth mimicked a football announcer calling a long touchdown
run, "No one is within twenty yards of him and he could... go... all...
da... way!"


Seconds later the screen
flashed that we had captured the flag and won the game. Vindication baby! I
celebrated by silently pumped my fist in celebration. The others were a little
louder.


"Sweet! Nice shot,
Gramps!" Tooth yelled into his microphone.


"YES!" Darth
somehow was even louder, "That's how Karl Malone do it!"


Darth sometimes got a
little over excited when we won. And as usual he started spouting off references
to things I've never heard of in celebration. But could I blame the guy? He got
to carry the flag back to the base. You could say that metaphorically he
carried our Capture the Flag title back to us as well.


"Karl Malone?"
Red asked. Red didn't understand the reference either. I wasn't sure anyone
did.


"The basketball
player, yo!" Darth tried to explain.


"Who is he and what
does he have to do with capture the flag?" He asked.


"They call him 'The
Mailman'" Darth explained to Red in a sing song voice, "Because he
delivers da ball to da hole! Just like I did on these suckas!"


It didn't click
immediately. But when it did, oh did it click. Karl Malone was 'The Mailman'.
On the schedule when Spartz had a meeting with the head of shipping he put Karl
down as the code phrase. He was referring to Karl Malone. Spartz must've been a
basketball fan.


"Darth, you are a
genius!" I proclaimed, "Sorry guys but I have to go."


They figured this was as
good a time as any to call it a night, with a win this epic. I was at my computer
in seconds, thankful that the code word for his meeting with Shelby was
"Skip" and not a common name like Steve.


I searched for any Skips
in the NBA. I figured that would be a good place to start. There were no famous
Skips, but there was a Rafer "Skip to my Lou" Alston that was a
former Hosuton Rocket. That had to be it. So I clicked on the link for his bio.


He was a journeyman in the
NBA, playing in cities all over the map. His significant stints were in Toronto
and Houston. But what he was most known for was being a street baller for the
"And 1" mix tape tour before becoming an NBA pro. "And 1 mix
tape tour", I thought about that phrase for a second before it hit me.


Spartz wasn't the
kidnapper, he was another victim.


*  *  *


I rushed to the station,
trying to come up with a plan on the way. Not a plan to put the right guy in
jail, I had already figured that one out. The only plan I needed now was one
that would convince Taylor that Spartz wasn't the kidnapper.


"Cheif!" I
yelled out as soon as I got there, I spotted the Cheif and ran over to him,
"Is Smith still in custody?"


"Yes, Mike. We got
him on kidnapping." He replied, "What's wrong?"


I took a deep breath. I
wasn't running away. A criminal could walk if I didn't tell him. I had been in
this position before, arguing with Taylor about a case. But that was back when
I had a detective friend for support, and not to mention I would've been the
one going to jail had I not said anything.


"Don't let him leave.
You still need to talk to him." I said.


"Why? We already have
the guy for kidnapping." The cheif said with a confused look on his face.


"He's not the brains
behind the operation."


"I know, Spartz
was."


"No." I
countered, "Its Shelby."


"He kidnapped his own
daughter?" Taylor said, nearly laughing. I was prepared for this reaction.


"I figured out what
the schedule meant. 'Karl' is Karl Malone, power forward for the Utah Jazz in
the 90s, also known as "the Mailman". That's the connection to the
meeting with the head of shipping. 'Skip' refers to Rafer "Skip to my
Lou" Alston, former Houston Rockets point guard. Alston was regarded as
one of the best streetballers for the And 1 Mix Tape Tour before he went
pro."


"So?"


"Emphasis on the
'tape' part." I said, finishing up my speech "Spartz was blackmailing
Shelby."


"That's a bit of a
stretch, Mike."


"I know it is, but
when you consider the rest of the evidence. It makes perfect sense." I
told him.


"What evidence? The
only evidence we have points to Spartz."


"How did he break
into the house without disabling the alarm or triggering it? Why is his
daughter's favorite toy missing? Why place the deadline to deliver the ransom
at five days away? And why would he risk being seen in the same vehicle with
the guy he 'hired' to kidnap the guy's daughter?" My series of questions
all pointed to Shelby as the guy behind this whole thing.


"What happened was
Shelby needed a way to get out of having to pay Spartz money." I
continued. "He knew the only way out was to murder Spartz. So he began
scheming up a plan that would get Spartz out of the way and leave him in the
clear."


"And he comes up with
a plan as complex as this?" Taylor asked, "Rich people away with
murder all the time, all he would've needed was an alibi."


"Maybe, but he's also
a businessman, and he knows that image matters. Even if the courts find him
innocent, he was connected to a murder investigation and the court of public
opinion will reign down their version of justice."


"Ok, so what was the
plan?" He asked.


"The plan was to have
his daughter kidnapped, and then stage an event to murder Spartz, framing him
to look like the kidnapper. They left clues behind that would lead us to
suspect Spartz so that when he finally was killed off, we would just close the
case."


"So, that police
chase was a setup?" Taylor wondered.


"No, that was a
coincidence." I explained, "It still worked out, but the plan was to
never let Smith get caught. I assume Shelby is paying extra to keep Smith
quiet."


That was really the only
part that remained a mystery: how they would kill him. I'm sure it would've
involved some weapon and it would be positioned to look like self defense. Or
they could've just staged an accident. And then Shelby's daughter would've come
back and everyone would be happy.


Even if we had suspected
Shelby was involved, with no evidence it would've been a media nightmare to
even have an investigation. Taylor had the exact same thoughts I did
apparently.


"Your theory makes
sense." Shelby admitted, "But we don't have any way to prove it. And
if we go to him with this story, the media will be all over us."


"Don't worry. I have
a plan." I said.


*  *  *


I watched from the one way
mirror outside of the interrogation room as Taylor walked in and sat down
across from Smith and his lawyer. Smith had confessed to the kidnapping without
a lawyer, but when he heard that Taylor wanted to ask him some more questions,
he demanded that his lawyer be present. Of course, he didn't know that this
played right into my hand. All the pieces were in place, and I had planned it
in such a way that whether the plan worked or not, it would be over within
minutes.


The lawyer started this
off, "Can we finish this fast? He gave you what you wanted already."


"If Smith plays ball,
this will end fast." Taylor glared in Smith's direction as he said the words,
"I've come to offer you a deal."


"I don't think I have
any information that you could use." Smith answered back regretfully. He
comfortably leaned back in his chair as if he had all the answers already.
Confidence won't help convince someone you are innocent when they already know
you are guilty.


"What is the
deal?" asked the interested lawyer.


"Reduced murder
sentence." replied Taylor, drawing a confused look from Smith and a laugh
from his lawyer.


"He confessed to
kidnapping already, and is looking at maybe a third of that time. What trick
are you trying to play Chief?" asked the lawyer, anger showing in his
voice.


"Ok, no tricks."
Taylor leaned forward and his body language changed, "I know that Shelby
put you up to the kidnapping, and you shot Spartz to cover your tracks during
the police chase."


The look of shock on
Smith's face lasted only a split second, but it was enough to convince the
chief that he had struck gold. I knew that with no evidence a shock tactic
wouldn't get a confession. This part of the plan was only to erase the last of
any doubt that I was wrong about Shelby.


"Do you have any
evidence to support this allegation?" asked the lawyer.


"No." replied
the chief. One would think that having no evidence is a bad thing, but the plan
had been put into motion. It was just a matter of letting the logic do its
work.


"Then you are wasting
our time with your shock tactics." The lawyer said, grabbing his briefcase
and motioning Smith to the door.


"Smith, are you sure
you don't want to take the deal? I think it's the smart thing to do: reduced
murder sentence for information on Spartz." Taylor offered the deal one
last time.


"Why would I want to
do that? You have no evidence." Smith responded.


"Sure, not yet we
don't. But we haven't had a chance to look either. Think about that police
chase you just went through. Were you careful?" Taylor leaned over so that
he was right in Smith's face, "Maybe we don't have the evidence to sink
Shelby, and we never will. But we can find the evidence to put you away for
life."


"And when you
do," the lawyer cut in, "you can offer that deal again and maybe
we'll take it. We're going."


The lawyer continued
packing up his things, but Taylor interrupted his exit. "I'm sure Shelby
will know within the hour that we're on to him thanks to this suit he hired to
defend you. Do you think Shelby will stay in the country that long knowing that
at any moment you could put him away for life?"


Smith realized he was
sunk. Any loyalty that he had towards Shelby would be squashed by the fact that
he could be looking at life in prison if he said nothing. Any second now he
would start with his murder confession.


I looked back at Smith and
he was getting up to leave. I couldn't believe it. Would he really risk life in
jail to protect Shelby? There was something I wasn't considering. Maybe he had
no information to give, so a deal wouldn't be doable. Or maybe… maybe I was
wrong about Shelby. I shook my head. I couldn't be wrong about Shelby. It was
the only conclusion that made sense.


"Wait." Smith
said, "I have a flash drive with the evidence to prove that he put me up
to it."


"You are making a
huge mistake!" The lawyer quickly left the room, grabbing his cell phone
out of his pocket to make a phone call. He was going to try and give Shelby an
advance warning so that he could run. Of course he would protect the person
that pays his salary.


"Shouldn't you stop
him?" Smith asked.


"We already have two
units at Shelby's house." replied Taylor with a victorious smile. I
breathed a sigh of relief. For awhile there I doubted myself. I thought that
maybe I was putting too much significance in every little detail. But this
conclusion made me believe in myself once again.


*  *  *


South Street Cemetery was
located a few blocks south of what was considered to be "downtown"
Houston. It was what you would normally expect out of a cemetery. A quiet,
decent sized plot of land with gravestones arranged neatly among the well
manicured grass. One of those gravestones was my mothers. I had avoided this place
for most of my life, but now it was time. I couldn't seem to find her stone in
particular as there were just so many out here.


"If you are wondering
where your mother's tombstone is, go down that path about halfway and it's just
off to the right." A voice said. I jumped in surprise as I turned around.


"Chief? How did you
know I was here?" I had turned around to see that Taylor was dressed
casually. I was shocked that he had found me.


"You seem to forget
that I'm one of Houston's finest detectives." He answered back, "I
knew something was up when you took that detour earlier today. Then it occurred
to me that there was a cemetery on this stretch of road. I did some research
and put two and two together."


I didn't know what to say.
Every time I drove by this cemetery I had gotten a really dark feeling in the
pit of my stomach. He would've figured something was up either way.


"Thank you." I
finally told him. I didn't take a step down the path. I couldn't. Even if I
forced myself to go, what would I say? Should I say that I missed her so much?
Of course I did, but she has to know that already. I was never good at saying
sentimental things. As soon as I would start, I'd get nervous. I would start
questioning whether the things I had said were even true. But at the same time
I didn't want to just say the same old cliché sayings that everyone says.


"Don't know what to
say?" Taylor asked in such a way that told me he already knew the answer,
"Just start talking and the words will come out."


And with that, Taylor went
to his car and left me on my own. He knew that he would only make me more
nervous being there by my side. The tombstone was where he said it would be. I
walked up to it and just started talking.


"Hello." I said,
it was kind of weird saying hi to a dead person. But I had to start with
something, "I really missed you. It's been w-what, nearly twenty years
now?"


"I'm sorry it's taken
this long for me to come visit, b-but--" tension started to show in my
voice. It was just me out here, what did I have to be nervous about?


"I guess I took your
death really hard for a r-really long time. I know h-how you worry about me all
the time." It got harder and harder to get the words out. I wasn't usually
an emotional person, but this was something I had to say.


I paused to calm myself
down. A light breeze hit the cemetery, blowing through the trees and shaking
the limbs back and forth, knocking some of the leaves off the braches.


"You were always
w-worried about me. The day you died, you wondered what I would do without you.
I have to admit, it was really hard for a long time, but now I think I have
figured out how to deal with it."


I was still a major
introvert, and nothing would ever change that. But at least now I knew that I
could face some of my personal demons. I could live a relatively normal life.
And when I finally died, I knew that I would have had an impact on someone's
life. Someone would care that I had passed.


"That's what I wanted
to tell you. You don't need to worry about me anymore." I finished my
little speech. I stayed a little longer without really saying anything. Just
stood there and took in the moment, I guess. I wasn't in a hurry to leave. But
eventually I knew it was time for me to go, and just as I turned around—


"Michael?" said
a voice behind me. Not that many people called me by that name. Before I even
looked up, I knew who it was. My father. I knew eventually we would meet face
to face, but I never imagined it would be here. I wasn't even close to
prepared.


For what seemed like an
eternity we both just stood there, not knowing what to say or do. He seemed
content to let me make the first move, but I couldn't even begin to think of
what to say.


I wasn't that scared
little kid that would run away from everything anymore. Everything I had gone
through today was about me facing my fears. It seemed like just hours ago I had
decided to leave Houston, run away from my new life and go back to Chicago,
forget about changing who I was. This was the part of the story where I would
finally stand up for myself. Maybe I didn't follow in his footsteps, but I was
doing what I wanted to do, and he would have to accept that. That's what I
should say, right?


I didn't say any of those
things. I said nothing. When I finally got my legs to work again, I started
moving forward. I walked right past my father and never looked back.
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Mike Anderson finds himself in a rut
in his latest case. Desperate times call for desperate measures, our introvert
detective winds up in the last place he ever thought he would be: his high
school reunion.












Chapter Seventeen


 






"Mr. Reynolds, I
assume you know why you are here." Chief Taylor said, eyes like lasers
beamed directly at the suspect, Mr. Reynolds. Taylor was in his element right
now. This was his home court advantage, the interrogation room. Evidence is
what puts people in jail, but it all begins and ends in the interrogation room.


He's the best at reading
people. He can tell if they aren't telling the complete truth. It's a skill
that allowed him to climb all the way up to the position of police chief. And
now once again he's putting his talents to good use.


But that's not why I was
here, standing outside looking through the one way mirror. I wasn't there to
see Taylor put on a show. I usually attended these interrogations because
sometimes I'll catch something they miss. That's why I was hired on to be a
consultant to the Houston Police Department. I have talents of my own.


Taylor and I were complete
opposites in that regard. He was the confidant leader that could trust his
instincts and make gut decisions about a suspect that might steer the case
closer to the end, towards putting someone behind bars. I on the other hand was
the guy behind the glass, observing everything from a distance, planning,
forming motives and connections using what we know. I could spot the
inconsistencies in someone's story and use logic to uncover the truth behind
what had happened.


But that was only part of
the reason I was there. The other part was the lawyer sitting next to Mr.
Reynolds on the other side of the table, my father, James Anderson. In all of
my years of living, I had never seen him work before.


"My client is here
willingly, so if you will please ask your questions so that we could be on our
way." James spoke for his client.


The relationship between
my father and I was nonexistent. I lived with him as a child, but he was at
work a lot. I knew my babysitter better than I knew him. The few times he was
at the house, he was very strict and judgmental of the hobbies I had. He
probably wanted me to become a lawyer like him.


When I finally graduated
high school I was as good as gone. The University of Illinois gave me a full
scholarship, and a few years after that I was off enjoying my dream career as a
game programmer in Chicago. I had gotten in right as the gaming industry had
started to take off.


And then fate had taken me
back to Houston. I was back in my home town on business and suddenly I found
myself the number one suspect in a murder investigation. But I had been framed,
as it turned out, by my best friend Jessica. I had figured it all out in the
warehouse she had led me to. A confrontation ensued, which resulted in her
death.


I took it pretty hard. We
had known each other forever. Even though it ended the way it did, I couldn't
just erase all the memories we had shared. Chief Taylor had offered me a
consultant job that same night, and I took it.


There were times when I
questioned my decision, but it was paying off. Taylor and I were forming a good
working relationship. Taylor was really the only one in HPD that I was
comfortable talking to, and he would always tease me about it every time it
came up. But it was nice to know that there was at least someone on the outside
world that I could communicate with.


"Your neighbors heard
gunshots coming from your place of residence at 6:50 AM, and when officers
responded twenty minutes later they found the dead body of a Mrs. Jean Glandy
in your household." Taylor informed them.


I had gone with him to the
crime scene and taken a look around myself. It was only the second time I had
been a part of the investigation, but I acquired my own style in such a short
time. I looked for specific things that the other investigators might have
overlooked when they were dusting for prints or looking at blood spatter
patterns.


"Is there any
evidence that my client had anything to do with that? GSR? Prints? Any weapons
that can be traced back to my client?" James asked as he maintained the
air of confidence on his side of the table. It bothered me that a woman was
dead and he was able to just sit there while he was potentially sitting right
next to the murderer.


Did he even know I was
standing right outside? Did he know about the job I had gotten with HPD? I knew
that he was aware of my presence in the city as we ran into each other a week
ago. But was that just a chance meeting or was it more than just a coincidence?
I could've asked him then, but instead I took off before he could get another
word in. The smirk that was starting to form on my father's face was part of
the reason why I took off.


"Well, no."
Taylor replied, "But the body was found in your household, and there was
no forced entry. What was Mrs. Glandy doing at your place so early?"


"That is information
we would like to keep private. It has nothing to do with the
investigation." James insisted. Jean was about my age and worked at a
daycare and Reynolds was probably my father's age and made a six figure salary
as a chemical engineer. So it's unlikely that it was just a meeting between
friends. I could make a few guesses of my own as to what they were doing, but
if he didn't want to answer the question there was nothing we could really do
but try and figure out the answer ourselves.


"Fine, you want to
play hardball." Taylor responded glaring at my father, "Did you see
the murder happen even?"


"I was asleep at the
time. The gunshots woke me up, and by the time I had arrived in the living room
she was already dead." Reynolds answered this question himself for once.


BZZZT. BZZZT. I call BS on
that statement. And I sent Taylor a text to his phone. 'He's lying. His alarm
was set for 6:30 AM.', and that meant he usually woke up early, which meant he
would've been awake at the time of the murder.


Taylor looked at my text,
and his expression didn't change. This was the type of information he would use
to completely nail a suspect. He had caught them lying, and he could pressure
them into giving us something. I couldn't wait to see my father's confident
smirk get wiped off his face.


"You two are free to
go." Taylor said, shocking me, "But I don't want you to leave town
any time soon. You are still a suspect in this investigation."


Taylor got up and left the
room, he began walking towards his office. I caught up to him as soon as I
could. I wanted to talk to Taylor about his interrogation, but I also didn't
want to wait around and run into my father again.


"Reynolds is hiding
something! You could've pressed him for more information." I snapped at
him. I was still shocked that he would just walk away like that.


"What, because his
alarm clock was set early? He could have hit the snooze button a few times, or
maybe he just forgot to set it that night." Taylor shot back.


"Hit the snooze
button? Reynolds isn't in high school, and everything about him seems like he's
a routine guy. Everything in his house is nice and neat. He keeps a date book.
Didn't seem like a 'hit the snooze button' type of guy to me." I
explained. Why was I the guy that had to explain the subtle tendencies of the
suspect? That was usually what Taylor was good at.


"Look, I think he's
hiding something too, but we can't go to court with an alarm clock
theory." Taylor said, he moved around the office to his chair and sat
down, twiddling a pencil between his fingers.


"That's why you are
supposed to pressure him into giving you something. This is what you are good
at."


"He's too smart for
that." Taylor replied, shaking his head, "James would've just shut
the whole thing down and demanded we either charge him or let us go. We don't
have anything yet. No gun, no nothing. We need to get more before we approach
them again."


I was too mad to even
speak. If Reynolds didn't do it, he knew who did and was probably covering for
him. But instead of trying to get the answers, he lets them go.


"Look, I know you
wanted me to wipe the smile off his face, but we have to play this one smart.
At least I know you'll have your game face on for this one." He said with
a laugh.


"Game face?" I
wondered out loud. He hadn't ever used that term around me before.


"Mike, lets face it.
You can be a nervous wreck sometimes. I can't let you gather evidence like the
other detectives because that means you would have to defend yourself in court.
And you would get killed out there." He began to say.


He was right. I would get
destroyed in court. Everyone would be focused on me. There would be so much
pressure to not screw up and the pressure would probably get to me and I would
do something to screw things up. That's why it was best for me to just stand in
the background and figure things out from a distance. It had worked the few
weeks I had been here.


"But every now and
then something happens." Taylor continued, "And you seem to rise
above it all. On the kidnapping case when we got into the pursuit with that
van, you were focused and calm as you kept up with the van on a high traffic
road. But just moments before the chase you were afraid to go above the speed
limit."


I remembered that, as it
had only happened maybe a week ago. I guess I didn't really think about how
quickly I can go from nervous wreck to calm and calculated in times like that.


"And when I asked
where you learned to drive like that you said 'Grand Theft Auto'. I don't know
if it really is video games that give you so much confidence, but when you
become focused like that," he said as he looked right at me, "you are
as good as any detective I have worked with."


As good as any detective
he has worked with? That came as a bit of a shock. But maybe he was on to
something about this "game face" thing. I remembered another time it
had happened. I was in the warehouse with Jessica and I had just solved the
murder, and had realized that I had walked into a trap.


But instead of panicking
like I probably would have in other circumstances, I imagined a scene from
Prince of Persia, escaping the bad guys via the town's rooftops, and suddenly I
was surrounded. It was me verses at least a dozen of them.


But of course, in video
games, the hero always appears calm and confidant. He wasn't afraid of being
cornered. I was able to tap into that feeling and I used it get out of the trap
mostly unscathed. That vision was so real to me and I felt as if I could do
anything at the time.


Remembering back to all of
those times, it seemed to happen only a few times and almost at random. I
couldn't think of anything in particular I did that would set off these
"game faces". But if I could somehow control when it happened, maybe
I could be of more use to Chief Taylor than I thought.


*  *  *


"—and Mr. Reynolds
was free to go. My father had this big smirk on his face because he knew he had
won." I finished telling Dr. Adams what had just happened.


I was still a little mad
after what had happened. It seemed like only yesterday it was me on the other
side of that table, and he didn't spare any effort to try and get me to confess
to the crime he had thought I had committed at the time. But apparently it just
takes a high profile lawyer and a confidant smirk to put a stop to Taylor's
usual interrogation strategy.


"Mike," Dr.
Adams put down his notepad before he began his little speech, "Do you
think you might be a little biased in this case because of your father's
involvement?"


I hated questions like
these. Of course I recognized how my anger might look considering those that
were involved, but I wasn't just fishing for justice where there was none.
Everything about Reynolds pointed to the fact that he was involved in some way.
Either he committed the crime, or he knew who did.


But there was nothing I
could do about it. Taylor wanted to approach Reynolds in the fashion that he did
for a reason. He has been doing this for much longer than I have and I have to
respect that. Even if I wanted to interrogate Reynolds on my own, I had no
authority as a cop anyway. So what could I do? Approach him at his house and
try and get him to give us something off the record?


I thought about asking my
father for help. Maybe if I just talked to him off the record, he wouldn't
think of it as just another cop trick, but rather helping his son out. Who am I
kidding? He wouldn't give me the time of day. I talk to him after more than
fifteen years of pretending he didn't exist and the first thing I want is his
help?


Maybe if I had talked to
him instead of running away when we bumped into each other at the cemetery
things would be different. If we were on decent speaking terms, he might help
me out.


"What are you
thinking about now?" Dr. Adams wondered. How long had I been blankly
staring into space?


"I was wondering if I
made the right choice to walk away from him that day." I answered. I had
told Dr. Adams what had happened already. "Do you think I made the wrong
decision?"


"Mike, there is no
right or wrong here. You have to decide if you made the right decision and not
let someone else tell you if you did the right thing."


"But I just want to
hear your opin—" I started.


"Your opinion is the
only one that matters here."


"I'm just asking you
as a friend." I said. I hadn't used that word on him before. I used to
hate coming to these sessions because it was just something that I had to do.
It was a condition they placed when I was hired on as a consultant. I've long
since passed the required therapy hours, but now I just enjoy coming because it
allows me to unload to someone I know I can trust.


I haven't trusted too many
people in my lifetime. My parents obviously, but then my mother passed and I
fell out of favor with my father. I trusted Jessica, and that ended up turning
into a complete disaster. Every time I've gotten close enough to someone to
trust them I end up getting hurt for it. Yet here I am again.


"Fine." He
started, holding his hands up in defeat, "Whether or not you made the
wrong decision, I think it's a good idea for you to try and reconnect with your
father after all this time. At the very least hear him out. He wouldn't have
tried to talk to you otherwise."


My eyes fell to the floor
and I leaned forward putting my elbows on my knees for support. Was he right? I
gave his notion some thought before deciding that no, he wasn't right. If I
made amends with my father, I know what he's like. Maybe it would be nice for a
month or so, we would have lunch every so often. We would be able to stand each
other and be civil in public. And then he would start to do the same things
that made me want to leave in the first place.


If talking to him was out
of the question, that meant I was out of options. I let out a huge sigh in
frustration.


"Is something
wrong?" Dr. Adams wondered.


"It's this
case." I replied without looking up, "There isn't anything I can do.
Usually there is something I can work on. A lead I can tackle that will keep me
occupied, or even a theory to prove one way or the other. But this time I had
nothing and it was killing me. So much for my "game face".


"Actually, scratch
that. There are things I can do, but I can't bring myself to do them." I corrected
myself. I didn't say what those things were, but I think Dr. Adams knew,
"Sometimes I wish I could be as calm and collected as Chief Taylor."


This time Dr. Adams was
the one that was silent. I couldn't blame him. I wouldn't know how to respond
to my statements either. There was about a minute of silence before I broke it
once again.


"After Reynolds left,
I got mad at the Chief for going easy on him. You know what he told me?" I
asked rhetorically, "He said that at least I had my game face on."


"What's a game
face?" He wondered.


"That's the same
thing I said. Sometimes I'll be put into a situation where I normally would be
shy and nervous, but instead this confidence will come out of nowhere. He
coined the term because during a police chase he asked me where I had learned
to drive like that, and I told him it was from Grand Theft Auto, the video
game." I explained.


"You know, I don't
think you have ever talked much about your video game hobby." he said. So
we talked about that for awhile. I told him about my online gaming friends. We
didn't know each other by first name but we all had gamer names. I was Gramps
because I was the oldest by far. Then there was the loud and obnoxious
DarthSmallz and his brother Toothpick. Then there was RedArrow, a guy that we
played FPS games with a lot.


I was the unofficial
leader of this group. Not only had I created the website where we planned
online events, but usually when there was some kind of team game I was the guy
that called the shots. I was a completely different person when it came to
video games. So maybe that's where my confidence was coming from.


"This is
normal." Dr. Adams told me, "I've heard of people drawing motivation
from a variety of sources so that they could accomplish some goal."


"But I can't control
when these moments happen, they just happen." I complained.


"Well, you don't want
to force anything."


"It's just killing me
waiting for something to break so that I can contribute to this case."


"You are a smart man,
Mike." Dr. Adams stated, "Maybe instead of focusing on your
weaknesses, you should focus on your strengths."


It sounded like something
out of a fortune cookie, but I guess he had a point. If I couldn't get over my
fear of confrontations, I would have to exploit my strengths. I didn't really
get a chance to put any more thought into it because Dr. Adams interrupted me
again.


"Oh hey, we have
about five minutes left." He pointed to his watch, "Did you ever
decide if you were going to go to your High School reunion?"


"Oh, that's
right." I remembered, "I decided against it."


"Well, that's too
bad. It might've been good for you to go."


He told me last week that
I should think about going, but I had basically decided then that I wasn't. I
just really didn't have a good reason to go. I didn't know anyone, and I wasn't
exactly the type of person that liked to be social with total strangers.


*  *  *


I had left Dr. Adams'
office feeling bad, but the drive home cheered me up. It took about twenty to
thirty minutes to get home from his office, so I was able to go through about
half of the CD. My car had a pretty good sound system, and combined with the
smooth beat that played off the CD, it could cheer me up from just about any
bad mood.


I got home, and turned on
my game system. Darth was online, and he wanted to play a game of basketball.
Now, I don't watch basketball at all, but Darth got me into the playing the
game. When you break it down, it's basically just another strategy game with
unique rules. All of the players, or units, have their own strengths and
weaknesses to work with. And for every strategy, there is usually an effective
counter strategy to be implemented against it.


I choose the Chicago Bulls
to play with. They weren't the most talented team in the league, but they had a
skill set that I could use to my advantage. They had three perimeter players
that were all good at scoring and solid on defense: Rose, Hinrich and Deng.
Then they had a guy that was okay around the basket in Noah, and the rest of
the team was filled with players that filled a specific role like shot blocking
or rebounding or man to man defense.


"..and Derek Rose
with the clutch jumper to put his team up by one with only twenty seconds
left!" Tooth did the play by play of our game, "And that means Kobe
Bryant will have the last shot to go for the win."


Darth had chosen the
Lakers, and that meant I had to handle Kobe Bryant. Darth was good with these
star wing players that had good ball control. I've played against him a lot and
he always picks teams that have a star guard that controls the ball a lot. It
plays to his strengths, but it also plays to mine. I've since come up with a
defensive strategy to keep him in check most of the time. All of that goes out
the window when it's the end of the game and you have to come up with that one
last play to win the game.


"Kobe walks it up the
court, the rest of his team giving him room to work. Hinrich defending the ball
for the final play of the game." Tooth announced. I sort of got lost in
the moment as it had been a while since we had played such a close game. The
simulated Laker crowd was on its feet, cheering for the final play, and hoping
to snatch victory out of the jaws of defeat. I drowned out all the noise and
concentrated on the court. Ten seconds left.


THUMP! THUMP! THUMP! The
ball bounced on the court repeatedly. My heartbeat matched its rhythm
perfectly. Five seconds left. And that's when he made his move, he went left. I
moved the player to block his path to the basket. Kobe switched hands and went
back towards the lane. Noah came over to block his path, and the other defender
rotated to be able to contest the shot if Kobe passed it to either of the two
open players. Two seconds left. But instead of passing, he planted his back
foot. I knew what this meant: turn around jumper.


"He goes left,
switches hands and heads back to the lane. He draws the double team, Kobe with
the turn around jumper for the win…YES!" Tooth yelled into the headset,
announcing his brother's victory. The shot went in. It's tough to make, but it's
also impossible to guard with a shorter player. Oh well, you can't win them
all.


"I thought I had that
one." I told Darth.


"Black Mamba strikes
again!" Darth started his victory speech, which included a lot of
references that I had never heard of. He really gets going when he wins
something, especially the way he won it too.


"What does Black
Mamba mean?" I wondered out loud.


"It's Kobe's
nickname. It has something to do with being the deadliest snake in the animal
kingdom." Tooth explained. The two of them were really into basketball and
knew all of the ins and outs of the game. All of the players and their
backgrounds were lost on me.


Suddenly the phone rang.
It was probably the Chief, as he was really the only one that ever called my
cell. I told Darth and Tooth I had to go, and turned the game system off so
that I could answer the phone.


"Hello?" I asked
as soon as I picked up the phone.


"Hey Mike, its
Dan." the Chief surprised me with his informal tone, "Are you okay?
You kind of left the station without really saying anything."


"I'm fine." I
answered. I was fine now, maybe I wasn't earlier.


"Good." his tone
changing from informal to business, "We have a few leads we're going to
check tomorrow. You have all of the files we have, so try and work your magic
and see if you can find any new leads by then and we'll check those also."


"Work my magic?"
I held back a laugh.


"I don't know how you
do it, but you have your methods. You can do everything but talk to the people
involved." He replied. I took it as a complement.


"Ok, I will." I
told hem. We said our goodbyes and I hung up. I looked at the back of my phone
where it had recorded how long the call had lasted: about a minute and a half.
I have the weirdest habits.


I had plenty of time to
get ready, but I couldn't think of what to do. A normal detective might make a
few phone calls to people that might get them the information they are looking
for, but I wasn't a normal detective. I don't think I could get anyone to give
up anything blubbering around nervously.


What did Dr. Adams say?
Exploit my strengths instead of trying to overcome my weaknesses? Seemed like a
good idea, but how could I apply that here? I'm not good at social
conversation, but I'm good at forming connections using the information I get.
Usually Taylor is the guy that talks to people while I sit back and try and
figure it out, but it would just be me until tomorrow. I had to figure out a
way to get information about Reynolds, or about this case, without having to
ask any questions.


Wait a second, I have
Reynolds' schedule on a flash drive! We couldn't really get anything to work
with by looking at where he had been, but maybe we can look into where he will
be. I could follow him around tonight and see if he makes any unscheduled
trips.


I quickly got the flash
drive out and slammed it into the USB port as fast as I could. The files were
very organized and it was easy to find the .pdf file with his schedule on it. I
clicked it and the file popped up on the screen. It said he had an engineering
convention to attend at the George R. Brown convention center tonight. Why did
that name sound familiar? But then I realized. It was because I had a high
school reunion that was scheduled there the very same day.


Now I had a good reason to
go.

















Chapter
Eighteen


 


 


Before I left I took a
moment to get ready. I had to plan how I was going to keep tabs on Reynolds at
the conference. The simplest solution would probably be the best. I should just
show up, pick a seat, try to look invisible and follow the guy around and see
if I can figure anything out about his habits and routines. If there was one
thing I was good at doing, it was being invisible.


With my plans settled, I
made sure everything was set for tonight at my house. I put up all of my gaming
stuff and turned everything off. I packed everything I would need for my
journey, which included my DS and a few games, my mp3 player, and a pack of
gum. I threw on some cargo pants in order to have enough pockets to fit
everything. Finally, I gave my cat some food and water, and soon I was out of
there.


I knew how to get to the
convention center by memory. It was a pretty big building in the eastern part
of down town. I parked in the garage a block or so away and made my way to the
entrance of the building. The place was huge. There was a giant main room with
dozens of people standing around. Some where in groups talking and others were
waiting in line to get into whatever event they were here for.


I could see four sets of
doors that each led to their own separate conference hall. It looked like three
of them were being used to hold events. One was the Engineering research
conference Reynolds was scheduled to speak at, another was my high school
reunion, and the other was some kind of "save the world from
pollution" conference.


I went to the line with
the research conference people in it, and that's where I realized the problem.
The line led to a table with two people sitting behind it. A guy would come up
to one of them, flash an ID, and one of the guys sitting behind the desk would
check their name off a list and the other would give them their nametag. Then
they would walk past them through the doors and for a brief moment I could
catch a glimpse of one of the speakers talking on stage far in the background.


I wasn't going to get into
this event with my name not on the list. So I tried to come up with solutions
to this problem. Most of my initial plans involved talking my way into the
room. But then I remembered that I'm me and I had to cross those ideas off the
list. No way was I capable of talking my way into that room. There had to be
other ways to get in there though. I had to use my strengths.


Wait a second, I knew from
his date book when he was going to give his speech. I could assume that he
would stay in the room and not kill anyone or do anything of interest in the
meantime. If I caught up with him after his speech, I could follow him around
then. And while I was waiting, I could hang out at my high school reunion,
forming an alibi so that I wouldn't get in trouble with the Chief if something
happened.


I made my way to the table
to get in to the room where my high school reunion was being held. There was
only one guy at this table checking people in. I could tell he wasn't in his
early thirties like I was, but he couldn't have been that much older. As I got
closer to the front of the line, I started to get more and more nervous. I
could hear music blaring from the other side of the door. Out of habit, I
pulled a stick of gum from my pocket and started chewing on it.


"Do you have ID on
you?" he asked when I approached the table finally. I nodded and grabbed
my license from my wallet to show to him.


"Mike Anderson."
He repeated, looking at his list trying to find me, "There you are."


"You know my name,
but I don't know yours." I said with a laugh, trying to act cool.


"What? Oh." He
sounded surprised, but then his face broke into a smile at my lame joke
attempt, "My name is Brandon. Enjoy your reunion."


I laughed it off and left,
but I felt stupid for saying what I did. 'I don't know yours'? Really? I'm sure
he didn't think anything of it. It was just a lame one liner. But I was still
embarrassed at myself for sounding the way I did. This is why I didn't like
going to these social events.


I made my way through the
doors to the event and as I did, the music suddenly became much louder. I
recognized it as some song that was probably popular in the 90s, back when I
was in high school. I guess they thought they were being clever by playing
songs that were hits back then.


I scoped out the place,
unsure of what to do first. In the back of the room where I was standing they
had a few tables with punch bowls and food, I guess they were trying to make it
seem like this was a high school dance. There were several round tables with
chairs in the back and to the side of the room. You had your pool tables,
foosball, air hockey, and apparently someone had brought an Xbox and you had a
group of people waiting for their turn to play. Then of course in the center of
the room in front of the stage you had the dance floor.


I wanted to go check out
the group of people playing Xbox, but I couldn't bring myself to do it. I don't
know how other people can just walk up to someone they don't know and ask if
they can get in on the game or whatever the situation is. To be fair, I suppose
other people might wonder why I can't, but I guess that's just who I am.


I was debating just
hanging out in the back and watching them play, but then I remembered the DS I
brought. I could play video games for about three or four hours and then it
would be time to go check up on Reynolds.


I looked around and found
the table with the punch and food. They had chips, pretzels and other snacks
like that. So I made myself a plate. Then I went to get some punch and there
were two bowls labeled spiked and regular. I guess they were keeping up the
joke that this was a high school dance and someone had spiked the punch. I
wondered what it was spiked with.


"Looks like you are
working up the nerve to try the spiked punch." Someone said from behind
me. I turned around to face the guy that said the words. "Don't worry, I
can wait. My girlfriend sent me up to get drinks for the two of us and I find
myself enjoying the vacation. By the way, name's Paul."


"Mike." I said,
extending my hand. He grabbed my hand and gave me a firm handshake. I didn't
really know what else to say. I didn't want to just walk away when the guy
clearly expected me to have a conversation with him. "So, did your
girlfriend drag you to this party?"


"Yeah, and she's
spending the whole time catching up with her friends so I get to play waiter
tonight." He said with a visible sigh.


"What's this punch
spiked with anyway?" I asked, trying to keep up with the conversation, but
I also was trying to steer the small talk to an ending so that I could leave
and go play some DS by myself.


"I think its
Vodka." He answered. I don't even know how his answer helped. I wasn't
much of a drinker, so it's not like I'm using the information in a positive
way. But it did give me the green light to get out of the conversation. I
poured some of the "spiked" punch into a cup. Then I decided to make
a second drink, figuring I would be playing games for a while.


"Getting a drink for
your girlfriend too?" He wondered.


"No, this is all for
me." I said. I immediately regretted my words when I realized that in
context it made me look like a drunk. I was about to explain to him what I
meant but then I figured it would probably make me look even more foolish.
Besides, that line gave me the opportunity to exit the conversation.


I found a table where I
could put all my stuff down and get out my DS. I was still kicking myself for
once again saying something stupid in a conversation. I was 0 for 2 tonight.


The game I decided to kill
time with was called Advance Wars 3. It was a strategy game where tanks,
soldiers, airplanes and ships battled in turn based fashion. Soldiers were used
to capture bases. More bases meant more money, which meant you could build
better units and that made your job of capturing enemy headquarters easier.


It was a nice game to
play. There were far better games for the PC, but this game you could bring
with you wherever you wanted because it was a portable system. So when I had a
few hours to kill, this was usually a good choice.


And boy, did I kill some
time. Every so often I would be interrupted by someone on the stage announcing
something. They gave out a few "awards" for different things. There
was one for the most interesting occupation, another for the person who drove
the furthest. Of course there were others, but I didn't really pay much
attention to who won or what for.


I looked at my cell phone
to check the time. I had about three hours to kill before Reynolds' speech
would probably be over. This was taking forever, so I decided to grab another
plate of snacks and some more "spiked punch".


The first drinks had made
me a little tipsy. I didn't want to get completely bombed and do something
stupid, but it wouldn't hurt to relax myself so that the anxiety of being
around so many people wouldn't get to me.


I had finally gotten tired
of Advance Wars so I switched to another game so that I could kill some more
time before it was time to go. Suddenly, a chair moved on the other side of the
table. I looked up and a woman sat down at my table.


"You don't mind, do
you?" she asked after having already sat down.


"No, I don't." I
said automatically before going back to playing my game. I took a quick look
around me and there were a good number of tables empty. She could've sat at any
one of those, but instead chose the one I was already at. Apparently she wasn't
aware of the unspoken rule that you are supposed to spread out when there are
other spots available.


"You friends abandon
you too?" She wondered out loud. A good guess, but she wasn't even close.
I guess I couldn't fault her for not immediately coming to the conclusion that
I was a consultant for HPD and I was going behind their back to check up on a
suspect.


"Yeah, I was supposed
to meet a few friends of mine here. But I guess they had better things to do
today. So, I guess that means I'll be bored all day." She continued,
irritation lacing her words. I didn't really know what to say. I couldn't just
ignore her and go on playing my game. That would be rude. I had to say
something.


"You don't need your
friends to have fun." I said, trying to comfort her. I don't even know
what I meant by those words, but it sounded like something nice to say.


"You are right. I
don't need them to have fun. When there are plenty of interesting people here
to talk to." She said cheerfully. Was she talking about me? Did she think
I was interesting to talk to? But didn't she see that I was in the middle of a
game right now? At that moment I realized that I hadn't bothered to make a move
ever since she had sat down. My game had just been on pause this whole time.


"So, what do you do
for a living?" She asked. I took a sip of my drink so that I could think
about what I wanted to say. I probably shouldn't admit that I was working with
the police. That might result in the conversation taking a turn I didn't want
to.


"I'm a game
designer." I responded. It was sort of a half-truth, because that was my
occupation only about a month or so ago. I didn't want to completely lie and
make up something like doctor that I wouldn't be able to talk about in detail.


"Oh, really? I don't
think I've ever met someone that made games for a living." She said a bit
of enthusiasm. Then pointing to my video game added "I guess that must
mean I interrupted you in the middle of your research?"


"Yeah, I guess you
could say that." I said with a nervous laugh as I took another drink.
"What about you?"


"What about me?"
She wondered.


"What do you do for a
living?" I asked. I figured she would want me to ask her the same question
she asked me. That's how conversations were supposed to work, I think.


"I work for the
Chronicle. I'm a reporter." She answered. The Chronicle was a Houston's
leading newspaper. I guess that explained how she could just sit down and start
a conversation with me so easily. Just when I was about to launch my next
question, some woman on stage caught everyone's attention.


"We've got some sad
news for your guys." The person on stage said solemnly, and her tone
caused the crowd to grow quiet.


"We lost someone
recently, someone a few of you might remember." She continued. Lost
someone? Someone died? Then all of the pieces clicked together and I quietly
groaned. Not this, not now.


"Jessica Monroe was a
fellow classmate, and went on to be a police officer after high school. A few
weeks ago her life tragically ended in the line of duty." She paused, and
for a moment there wasn't a sound made in the room, "Let us take this time
to remember how she lived."


The lights started to dim
as a projector shot a series of images of Jessica onto the screen in the back.
It started with a group of pictures in high school. She played soccer and
participated in choir, so a lot of the pictures where from those groups. I, on
the other hand, wasn't involved in any of that back then. My face was no where
to be found.


But this was a good thing.
If the woman on the other side of the table saw that I was in a lot of these
pictures, I would get that look of pity. I didn't need her pity, nor did I want
it. I didn't even want to watch this presentation. If it weren't for the fact
that it would raise questions from her, I would've just left the room and ended
the problem there.


So instead of looking at
the slideshow, I focused on everyone else in the room watching the video. A few
people were staring at their drinks or at the floor, but the majority were
watching the slideshow. They all had that same fake somber look in their eyes.


I hated that look. People
like to feel a little sad and vulnerable sometimes. That's what they are doing
when they watch a slideshow like this. Maybe they convince themselves that they
are honoring the memory of the person that had recently passed. Maybe they
remind themselves of all the good things they have to be thankful for. Then at
the end of the day they forget who the person even was.


But for some people, that
look is real. The photos are more than just colors blended together to form the
figure of someone that they barely knew. And these people react to the images
differently than normal people. As each slide ticks, another memory is unlocked,
reminding them once again how alone they truly are.


For the ten minutes that
the presentation spanned, it was all I could think about. Sure, I remembered
all the good times. But it would always come back to that last night I saw her
alive in the warehouse. She pointed her gun at me ready to shoot, but was taken
out before she could pull the trigger as I stood there helpless to stop any of
it.


There was nothing you
could've done to stop her, stop dwelling on it. 


Maybe not that moment, but
I had let other moments pass without doing a thing. I could have done things
different. Maybe if I hadn't gone to college in Chicago or if I had gotten a
job in Houston after graduating, things would be different. But I was gone for
nearly fifteen years, and when I finally came back it was only because of that
stupid presentation. I could've done things differently, if only I could go
back. I would…


What would you do?


I wouldn't have changed a
thing, I realized. I covered my eyes with my hands to hide the tears that were
beginning to develop. It was nice to talk a big game, but if I were to go back,
even knowing what I know now, would I be brave enough to change things so that
it wouldn't end the way it did? Probably not, and I hated myself for thinking
that, but it was true. I might be in my mid thirties, but deep down I'm still
that scared kid terrified that something bad will happen to him.


If I had done things
differently, maybe she would still be alive today, but that would've set me up
for an even bigger fall if something bad had happened between us later on in
life. I left for Chicago for a reason.


You were ready to tell
Jessica you loved her.


Well, having a gun shoved
in my face that night reminded me of a few things. I was reminded that no
matter how safe you think you are, no matter how good things are going between
you and another person thing can always turn bad quickly. I've learned that
lesson twice already and I don't plan on learning it a third time. I took a few
deep breaths to try and regain my composure. I tried to get my mind off of the
past and focus on the task at hand.


"Is that… is that
you?" said the woman on the other side of the table. I looked up and she
was pointing at the presentation, and when I followed her finger. It was a
picture of Jessica and I twenty years ago taken at Astroworld. I looked a
little different, but it wouldn't be too hard to guess that that was me. I
could see the logic beginning to form in her mind, making connections with this
new information.


"You two were really
close weren't you? Was it her you were supposed to meet here?" She was
right about the first part at least. I let her draw her own conclusions. Even
if I wanted to talk, I didn't think I could, at least not in a normal sounding
voice.


The presentation ended,
and the lights went back to normal. They brightened a little on the sides with
the tables and games and the dance floor lights turned back on. People started
to flock back to the dance floor as new music began to play. I recognized this
song too. A popular dance hit from the mid-90s, called "This is the
Night".


I glanced across the
table, and I was getting that look of pity. There was nothing I could do. I
could deny it, but I don't even think I would believe myself. Should I just get
up and leave? I finished the rest of my second drink. Before I could think of
anything, she spoke again.


"I have an
idea." She started to say, her expression changing into a smile, "We
should go dance. I'm alone, you're alone, and we both need cheering up."


"I don't--" I
started to say.


"—And I won't take no
for an answer" She interrupted, grabbing me by my hand and leading me
towards the dance floor. There was nothing I could do about it. As much as
dreaded dancing, I didn't want to create a scene in the middle of the room by
telling her I didn't want to go. Instead, I pulled out a stick of gum to chew
on. I only had three sticks left, but I figured I could make them last the rest
of the night.


"By the way, I'm
Kari." She introduced herself finally. I had realized that it had been
about a half an hour and I hadn't even known her name.


"I'm Mike."


We found an empty spot on
the dance floor. The colored lights flashed in somewhat of a pattern, and this
area was a little darker than the lit up tables on the sides. I suppose
florescent lighting would kill the mood on a dance floor. There was about five
seconds of awkward silence before I finally thought of something to say.


"I don't exactly know
h-how to dance." I admitted nervously. In the back of my mind I hoped that
would make her change her mind and decide to do something else other than
dancing. But I also knew that considering we were already here, it was wishful
thinking at best.


"Don't worry, it's a
lot easier than you think. We'll do something simple." she said, as if
that was supposed to comfort me, "First just bob your head to music."


She used herself as an
example, and started to bob her head to the music. I reluctantly did the same,
even though I felt really stupid doing it.


"Ok, now try to sway
your body around at the same time. Look at what I'm doing." she started to
rock back and forth using her legs to move around. I tried to as well and after
awhile I was able to do the same.


"See, you are getting
it. This is easy isn't it? Finally, don't let your arms just flop around. You
can wave them back and forth or… just do whatever feels natural" she
instructed. I don't know what was supposed to feel natural, but I held my hands
up and started waving them around. This didn't really feel like what dancing
was supposed to be. But I suppose I was a beginner.


"Don't worry about
looking stupid." She read my mind, "Dancing isn't about having nice
moves and looking cool, it's about enjoying the music."


I continued to do the same
moves for most of the song, slightly changing things depending on what part of
the song was playing. I don't know if it was the drinks or if it was what she
said, or maybe the gum had finally started to have its effect. But I started to
relax a bit. It helped that I was concentrating on what I was doing and trying
to stay with the beat and not run into anyone else.


Then the current song
ended and the next one came on: "It's a Beautiful Life" by Ace of
Base. It seemed like they had the Night of the Roxbury soundtrack playing,
because these two songs were on it. I knew this because back in the day I used
to listen to that CD in my car on the way to work every day.


I didn't use the same
movements for this song, and the beat was slightly different so I had to adjust
for that as well. I guess now that I had gotten over the newness of dancing, it
wasn't a big deal anymore. I already enjoyed listening to music, especially
this type. So adding a few dance moves wasn't that different from what I would
normally do.


But then that song ended
and a much slower song came on. I looked around and everyone had stopped
dancing and some had begun to pair off and dance to the new song, while others
left the dance floor. I glanced at Kari to see if she wanted to take a break
from dancing also. It was one thing to dance to a song that I've listened to in
my car for hours on end, but this was different.


"I take it you don't
know how to slow dance either?" Kari asked. Great, so she wanted to stay.
I didn't have the heart to just run off or lie and say that I needed to go. And
I couldn't think of any other way to get out of this.


"W-we could go sit
down for this one, I wouldn't want to sl-slow you down." I tried to come
up with an excuse to leave. In hindsight it was pretty bad though. Wouldn't
want to slow you down? What does that even mean?


"Ah, don't worry
about me. You know firsthand that I'm a good teacher with these sorts of
things." She reassured me. I don't think she got the hint that I really
didn't want to do this.


"Ok, first put your
right hand around my back like this." She grabbed my arm and placed it
around her side, "Then hold my right hand in yours like this. And then
it's just a few easy steps like this, back and forth from your right to left
foot."


She directed my feet where
they were supposed to go for a few seconds, back and forth like she said and in
rhythm with the song. Then she wanted me to try. I was always pretty good at
following instructions, and my memory was good. So I was able to repeat her
performance with respectable accuracy.


"You are allowed to
look at me, you know." She teased. I had been looking at the wall almost
the whole time we had been dancing.


"I'm a little
n-nervous." I stuttered, instead of making eye contact I just looked at
her forehead hoping that would be close enough.


"It's okay. I know
most guys don't really like dancing. The fact that you are willing to learn how
is pretty cool." She commented.


"Thanks." I
said, beginning to calm down a little.


After a few turns on the
floor, I had gotten the hang of slow dancing, and another song began:
"Always" by Bon Jovi. It was a little faster, and so in order to keep
with the beat of the song I slowed down a bit and took a step on every fourth
beat instead of every second.


I was still a little
tense, but Kari seemed to really enjoy the song as about halfway through she rest
her head on my shoulder. I wondered what she was thinking. What had possessed
her to sit at my table? She told me that her friend had abandoned her tonight,
but was there more to that? When she wanted to dance, she said that we both
needed cheering up. So then something must have been bothering her, right?


She had seemed pretty
cheery to me before. Even as she was complaining about her friends not showing
up, it was with that same contagious smile she seemed to have on all the time.
Of course, if there was one thing I wasn't good at, it was reading people.


Neither of us really said
anything else after that first bit of conversation. I kept moving my feet
around, back and forth. Focusing on the movements had eased the tension I was
feeling this whole time I had been dancing. It gave me something else to think
about while all of this was going on.


After awhile I wasn't even
focusing on the moves anymore. My nerves had calmed drastically. All of my
stress and anxiety seemed to melt away. And for the first time in a while, my
normally serious expression had turned into a smile. It was just me, Kari and
the music and no one else was anywhere near us. And that's when I started to
enjoy the song.


But then the song was
over, and one of the organizers came to the stage to announce some other event
that was about to happen. So we both went back to the table. Five minutes ago I
would've been relieved, but now I was almost sad that it was over.


"That was fun."
Kari said.


"It was." I
smiled back at her.


"You know, you look
great when you smile." she said, "You should smile more often."


I nodded in agreement. It
was silent between us for a few seconds. I fiddled with the empty cup I had
left at the table while I was trying to think of the next thing to say. She
beat me to the punch once again.


"What did you want to
do now?" She wondered.


"I don't know."
I answered looking at my watch. It was about time for Reynolds to be done with
his speech, "Oh damn, it's late. I have to get going."


"Oh that's too
bad." She sighed out loud, "Are you going to be in town a few days?
Maybe we could hang out some other time."


"Yeah, I probably
will." I replied. I don't remember if I had told her I was from Chicago or
not, but she seemed to assume I was from out of town so I just went with it.


"Well, if you want to
do something, here's my number." She said, scribbling something on a
post-it note that she got out of her purse. We said our goodbyes and I went off
to see if I could catch Reynolds as he left the building.


I still had a mission to complete.


 


 


 


 

















Chapter
Nineteen


 


 


As I walked out into the
hall, I reflected upon what had just happened. I've been out in public on my
own plenty of times. Usually its work related, as it happened to be in this
case coincidentally. Normally I'll keep to myself at these events. But this
time I hung out with some woman I had just met for a few hours.


And as I was remembering
everything that had happened, I came to a shocking realization. I didn't feel
that sense of relief that I normally do after being in public for a few hours.
Usually when I'm out and about, I'm all tense and nervous. So when the event is
over and I have a moment to myself, I breathe this great sigh of relief and let
all that tension go.


But not this time, and I
think I know why it never happened. I had fun. I enjoyed the time I spent with
Kari at the high school reunion. Never during the night had I wished I was back
at home playing video games. Never while we danced was I longing to be in my
car listening to music rather than on the dance floor.


There was something about
what she had said that stuck in my mind: 'You look nice when you smile'. That
sounded familiar to me. It took me a few minutes to figure out where I had
remembered it from. Jessica basically said the same thing to me after that
night we went to Galveston. We spent the day at the water park, and then
afterwards dried off with a walk along the seawall and I had the same smile I
did now.


Of course, that was only
hours before the confrontation in the warehouse that led to her death. That
experience served to remind me of something I had known all my life: every
connection you make with another person is like riding a wave. And every wave
has to end at some point. The only difference is whether you glide gracefully
off that wave or crash. The wave me and Jessica rode ended in disaster, but
what would happen with this wave? Would I be able to come away from the
experience clean or is it possible that this could end badly as well?


I forced myself to stop
thinking about it. There was a reason I came here, and it would be a waste to
lose track of Reynolds because I was dwelling on my experience at the reunion.
I was able to keep tabs on most of the exits that led to the engineering
conference that he had spoken at. He should be coming out any second now.


Five minutes went by and I
saw him open the door and head out. He looked much different from the guy I saw
in the interrogation room. He was wearing a grey suit with a black-dotted red
tie. It was completely different when compared to the collared shirt and blue
jeans I saw this morning.


The one thing that hadn't
changed was look on his face. That confidant look he had, like he owned the
world. The look that seemed to suggest that he could have anything he wanted,
or get away with anything he wanted. People like him are never wrong, they
can't be. If they are wrong then they just change the rules in order to be
right again. I knew this look from memory because I grew up seeing that same
look on the other side of the breakfast table every day.


We would get into
arguments every day, my father and I. It was always something inconsequential.
He would tell me that some TV show I was watching was bad to watch, or about
something I bought at the store was too expensive and wasn't worth it. Every day
it was something different. And maybe some of the times he was right, or at the
very least had a valid point. But other times I had laid out a perfectly
logical argument, and it was like I had said nothing. All those years, we had
all those arguments and not once did he admit he was wrong.


Eventually I figured out
that it was pointless to argue back. In a perfect world, an argument would work
by presenting both sides of the story and then coming to a logical joint
conclusion based on the facts. Maybe a few times the debate is a matter of
opinion and no conclusion could be reached, but other times the two parties
should be able to agree on something.


Of course, that's a
perfect world. In the real world, people take a side and suddenly it's about
winning the argument rather than coming to a conclusion. People lie and cheat
their way into winning at the cost of their integrity. Nothing matters except
for winning, not even the truth. I knew what I was up against with Reynolds and
my father. I knew without a doubt that even if he wasn't involved, he was at
least hiding something. I couldn't let him go on thinking that he could just
snap his fingers and have anything he wanted.


He came out to the lobby
and started talking with some other people that looked like they were from the
same research conference. I was able to stay somewhat in range of the group and
remain inconspicuous while maintaining the ability to hear what they were
saying. It was actually pretty easy. The whole group of them seemed to not even
notice that I was there. I wondered if they would've noticed if I was standing
right behind them. No need to take unnecessary risks though. I was close enough
to keep tabs on the guy and that's as close as I needed to be.


They went on and on about
some project one of them was working on. I'm not the engineer type myself, so I
couldn't really tell what they were saying, but I didn't need to. It's not like
knowing the details of their project would reveal some clue about Reynolds'
involvement with the murder. So I could relax and wait for something to happen,
if it ever did happen.


I didn't even know what to
look for specifically. I just knew that this was the day of the murder, and
this was the first time he had probably been out in public since earlier this
morning. Maybe he has to unload some evidence somehow. Perhaps he hid the gun
somewhere, and he's going to try and get rid of it.


Or maybe he already got
rid of it and we're just wasting our time.


I can't think like that.
Maybe I am wasting my time. On the other hand, any number of things could
happen that would explain why he was unwilling to talk earlier in the
interrogation room. Either he killed the guy or he's covering for whoever did
it. I just don't buy that he somehow slept through a murder in his own house.
My being here could end up being what breaks this case wide open.


Just as I finished that
thought, I saw Reynolds reach for his cell phone. He looked at it for a few
seconds as the rest of the crowd kept going on with the current topic. His
faced turned serious real quick and then he put the cell phone back. He must've
received a text message from someone important. Judging from the look on his
face, it was really serious.


And just like that he
excused himself and took off towards one of the now empty conference rooms. I
tried to keep up with him without being obvious, but it was really difficult to
do so. I let him gain some distance on me. As long as I knew what room he was
in, I wouldn't lose him. The fact that he didn't suspect anyone was following
him was my biggest advantage. He wouldn't try to trick me by taking an out of
the way path so that he could lose me. And in any case, if he suspected
anything then I probably wouldn't get any information from him no matter how
hard I tried.


Someone had texted him,
which could mean someone else was involved. It could've been a witness
extorting him for money, or perhaps Reynolds had identified the witness and was
threatening him. And since we didn't technically know the true nature of
Reynolds' involvement, it added a few more scenarios that were equally likely
to be the truth.


He went through the double
doors, and then I couldn't see him anymore. I approached the door, unsure of
what to do. He was probably talking with whoever it was in that conference room.
The room was probably similar to the one my reunion had been in, which meant it
was just a big empty room. There might not be a place to hide and eavesdrop on
their conversation. As soon as I opened that door, they would probably spot me
and I wouldn't get any good information. Even worse, Reynolds might recognize
me as the guy hanging around him for the past few minutes, and I would be in
trouble.


I was afraid to go in, but
I knew that what was on the other side of that door might be the key to
breaking this case. Think Mike, think! The room might have a table or a chair
that I can duck behind and listen in on their conversation. Or worst case
scenario, if they spot me I would at least be able to see who the person is
that he's talking with. Maybe their actions in the room might give other hints
to what they are doing.


But I really didn't want
to find out, too much could go wrong. I would be taking a huge risk. My anxiety
started rising within me, and I tried taking a few deep breaths to calm myself
down. This would be a great time for me to have one of my "game face"
moments that the Chief had been talking about. It didn't seem like it was going
to happen, so I just had to convince myself to walk in on my own.


I reasoned that I could
claim I was looking for something if they spotted me. There were still a few
people here, so even if everything went wrong they wouldn't kill me with
witnesses around. I grabbed a stick of gum out of my pocket, leaving only two
sticks remaining in the pack, and then I opened the door carefully.


But it wouldn't open. It
was locked. Strange, I saw Reynolds walk in. I saw him turn the handle and open
the door myself. I remembered it pretty vividly. Which meant someone locked the
door afterwards. Was he that paranoid? If he was that afraid of someone
listening in, he probably would've been better off meeting the guy in a less
public location.


"Mike?" someone
said behind me. I jumped at first, and then turned to see who the voice was and
there stood Kari, "Did you forget your purse too?"


"Oh, hey." I
managed to spit out after finally relaxing, "Yeah, you could say
that."


What I meant by 'you could
say that', I had no clue. I hoped that she would invent something logical for
it to mean and assume that's what I meant.


"I hope no one stole
it, I left my keys in mine. I guess guys don't really have that problem because
you can just carry all of your things in your pocket, but I don't have that
luxury." She said.


I really didn't know what
to say. She didn't ask a question for me to answer, and her comment didn't
really leave me any room to respond back. What I finally ended up doing was nod
my head in agreement, hopefully indicating that I felt her pain but at the same
time showing that I didn't really have anything verbal to add. Then the ball
would be in her court to say something.


I used the few seconds I
had in between her sentences to try and process what this locked door could
mean. It confirmed that there was someone in there, for sure. It didn't really
keep people out. There were a few other doors that people could use, in the
hallways around the sides and in the back. This was just the most convenient
one. No way could he have locked all of them this fast. It would've been
impractical.


"Now, let's see.
Where was the last place I could have left them?" she wondered aloud as I
wondered why Reynolds would want to meet someone in a giant conference room.
Why pick a room with so many doors and lock the one in the front? What purpose
does locking the door serve? It only buys him a few seconds of time in the case
that someone wanted in.


"Did you try the
table we sat at?" I asked mindlessly, most of my brain was still trying to
solve this puzzle. He would have to eventually come out. The only way to the
exit would be the lobby.


"Yeah, I basically
looked everywhere in that conference room. Someone must have taken it. Or it's
in some kind of lost and found somewhere." She replied. She went off
towards the center of the lobby, hoping there would be some hint of her lost
item somewhere. There were a few other people in the lobby way in the distance,
but they seemed to be occupied with their own issues.


My mind went back to the
puzzle at hand. This scenario reminded me of something. I had been following
him and he walked into this room and locked the door as a way to slow me down.
It's like the classic chase scene in the movies where the villain runs away and
tries to throw obstacles in the path of the police to slow them down. The only
problem with that logic was that he couldn't have known I was following him.
Even if he had suspected something, going to this room wasn't the way to lose
me. I was still blocking the only exit out of the building.


But what if he knew that
someone would want to get in that room? Locking that door would buy him a few
seconds. The question then becomes, why would someone want to get into that
room? I thought about it for a few moments, and that's when I figured it out.
Unfortunately I was too late.


BLAM! BLAM!


"Oh my God, someone
fired a gun!" Kari screamed. I ran quickly to the hallway in between the
two conference rooms, and tried to get in using the first door on the side.
This one was locked as well. I figured it out too late. Reynolds had gone in
the room to kill again. Locking the doors was a way to buy him some time to
escape.


I ran all the way to the
end of the hall to the last door. As I was running, I could hear footsteps
inside the room running towards the back of the room. Then I heard a door open
and the footsteps trailed off into the distance. Reynolds would get away yet
again. I knew it wouldn't be a good idea to run after him, seeing as he had a
gun.


I finally got to the door
and opened it. The first thing I saw was the back door still open, the one that
Reynolds had used to escape. There was also one all the way on the other side
of the room that was open. Someone else had come to the victim's aid first. I
recognized him as Paul, the guy from the drink table that I had had a
conversation with. He was leaning over the body to check if he was still alive.
He saw me, and with one look confirmed what I already knew. This guy was dead.


But as he leaned back, I
recognized the victim as well. I gasped in surprise as I saw Reynolds' face
with a gunshot in middle of his chest. Reynolds wasn't the shooter, he was the
victim. Our only suspect in our murder investigation was dead, and this case
had taken a completely unexpected turn.


"You know this
guy?" Paul asked. I think he saw my surprised expression and figured I
knew who he was. I couldn't explain to him how I knew the guy without him
wanting a whole other set of questions answered. So I just shook my head.


I took a quick glance
around the room to see if I could find anything out of the ordinary. There was
nothing. The room was virtually bare with the exception of some sound equipment
that they keep in the rooms at all times, and stacks of chairs and tables on
the sides of the room. This room had been wired for sound in such a way that
the people way in the back would be able to hear the guy speaking on stage via
microphone.


On the ground next to
Reynolds' dead body was the gun he was shot with, which the killer obviously
left behind. Chief Taylor had always told me that the first few moments of the
investigation were the most vital, and to get as much information as you could.
I snapped a picture of the gun with my cell phone camera, making sure that the
serial number was visible. The forensics people would come in and take pictures
themselves, but it wouldn't hurt to get some early shots on the off chance that
someone moved something before they got here.


After I was done capturing
the important things in the room on camera, I left the room. Paul had already
left for the lobby where the rest of the people that had heard the gunshot were
probably waiting for the police to arrive. I don't know if anyone had already
called them. Given my relationship with the police, I figured I would need to
take on that responsibility if no one else would.


I located Taylor's number
in my cell phone and pushed the button to call, but when I put the phone up to
my ear I heard nothing. No dial tone, no ringing to indicate the call was going
out. So I looked back at my cell phone, and the call had been dropped. Did this
place have bad reception?


I walked out into the
lobby and tried again, and no such luck. Odd, didn't Reynolds receive a text
while he was standing in the same lobby that I was right now? Something seemed
wrong. It was at this point I noticed everyone else hanging around the lobby. A
few were trying to dial numbers on their cell phones, others were scattered at
different doors trying to get out.


"The doors are
locked, it looks like." Said this one guy I recognized from the reunion.
He looked like the jock type. Tall, athletic build, and slightly tanned. I
figured he might've run track or played basketball or something. He was talking
with his buddy, who also looked jockish but slightly less so.


"Did they accidently
lock us in?" His buddy asked with a worried look. I assumed he was
referring to whoever ran the building.


"No way. They would
warn us first. Unless, maybe the lock is on a timer." the first jock
replied.


Something was definitely
wrong. If this were to happen any other time I might attribute it to
coincidence, but right after someone had gotten shot? I looked around in the lobby.
I didn't even know what I was looking for, but there had to be some kind of
clue. When I looked down, that's when I spotted a white piece of paper that had
fallen on the floor. The others hadn't noticed it because they probably thought
it was some kind of advertisement or handout that someone had just dropped on
the ground. But given the circumstances, it could have been something else
entirely.


I walked over to pick it
up. But long before I got there, someone else had noticed the note too. It was
Brandon the guy that manned the entrance to the reunion. He was probably part
of the crew that stayed behind to help clean up as well. I think he first
probably thought it was trash, because as soon as he picked it up he started
heading towards the trash to throw it away. But his curiosity got the best of
him and he turned it around to read what it said as he was walking.


"Guys?" He said
in a panicked tone. The room was quiet enough for everyone to hear him, and
when they saw the expression on his face, everyone dropped their conversations
and the room became completely silent. Even Brandon couldn't say anything he
was so shocked.


He just passed the note to
the guy closest to him, the jock. And suddenly he had that same look of horror
that Brandon had. The jock passed it to his buddy, who gasped upon reading the
note, but didn't speak. He couldn't. Everyone was curious now, the note was
passed to Kari and by then, everyone else had huddled around to see what the
fuss was about, including me.


As soon as I saw it I
realized, just as everyone else before me who saw the note did, the gravity of
the situation. The note seemed to be a piece of printer paper, only it was just
half the size. Looking at it from the back it seemed like it was a handout or
notice of some kind, but then once you turned it over you could tell that
wasn't the case instantly. There wasn't a bold statement of warning that this
door was disabled or a list of the events happening here next week.


It was just one word,
handwritten in pen at the center of the page in all caps.


DIE.


 


 


 


 


 

















Chapter
Twenty


 


 


"If someone left this
note as a joke, this isn't funny!" one of the jocks yelled at the rest of
us.


"I don't think it's a
joke, man." said his buddy right beside him. I didn't think it was a joke
either. Which meant the same man that killed Reynolds also left that note, and
was possibly among us at this very moment. With the doors disabled and all cell
phone signals jammed, we were virtually trapped in this convention center.


It was just six of us:
Kari, Brandon, Paul, the two jocks and I. Kari and Paul I saw moments before
and after the murder happened. I could be reasonably sure it wasn't either of
them. This left three suspects: Brandon and the two nameless jocks, or perhaps
another faceless person that wasn't in the lobby.


Everyone in the room was
staring at the others with suspicion, including myself. But I knew I had to
stay calm. Whoever killed Reynolds was a smart man. Leaving this note behind
would instill fear and panic in the group. No one would trust anyone else, and
it would take little effort for the fighting to begin.


What was the killers plan?
It could have just been a spur of the moment plan to kill Reynolds. The
alternative was that this whole event was planned from the beginning. But then
who is his real target? And why kill Reynolds? Also, what about the Glandy
murder? Did that connect to all of this or was it just a coincidence that our
murder suspect was killed?


I had a lot of questions
with no answers. Not even a clue. I had a few moments to come up with a game
plan. I should treat this like a case, shouldn't I? That's what the Chief would
do. He would question all of the suspects in order to find leads. Then he would
follow those leads and find the evidence he needed to break this case. But that
wasn't the right way to go in this case. Even if I could play the cop role like
Chief could, the killer would probably target me if I got too close.


I couldn't approach this
problem like a cop, but I had an idea. I would approach this like a game. There
was this game I used to play all the time a few years back, before I met the
online friends I know now. The game was called Mafia. Some people know it by
different names, but the rules are mostly the same.


It's a social game that
usually people play in chat rooms. The game starts with a pool of
"Civilians", but one or two of the people are "Mafia". The
Mafia win if they can kill all the civilians/ Every turn of the game, the
civilians discuss who they think the Mafia are, then they cast a vote and the
person that gets the most votes gets killed that turn. Then the turn ends and
the Mafia get to kill one of the civilians in between turns as well.


It would seem like a game
heavily favored for the Mafia side, wouldn't it? But there's one character in the
game that balances out the game for the civilians: the Sergeant. Once a turn
the Sergeant gets to choose a player and the person running the game will tell
only the Sergeant if that person is a Civilian or Mafia.


In a large group of
people, the Sergeant is as anonymous as the Mafia is. The longer the game goes
on, the more opportunities there are for the Sergeant to unmask a member of the
Mafia. The game turns into a race for one side to have the other killed before
their roles get revealed.


Now, this reality is very
different from the actual game, but the main strategy for this game is pretty
much the same. The way to out someone as a member of the Mafia is to get them
to contradict themselves in some way. The civilians have no reason to lie, but
the people in the Mafia do. Catch them in a contradiction and the game is
virtually over. This means the first step of the plan is to get as much
information as I can out there. And I had a good idea of how to go about doing
that. I would play the role of the Sergeant for this game, trying to figure out
who the killer was before he figured out that I was onto him.


I slipped off from the
group and started walking like I was going toward the bathroom. At first I
thought that it would be an issue, me just leaving like this. But I think the
group was still in shock of what was going on. This would have to be addressed
at some point.


As soon as I made it out
of the group's line of sight, I rushed down the hallways as silently as I
could. I figured I had about five minutes before people would start to notice I
was gone. But it wouldn't take long to put my plan into action. I checked all
of the rooms hoping to find the materials that I needed.


Some of the rooms were
small offices. Why offices were needed in a convention center was beyond me.
They were lacking the shelves full of books and stacks of paper that one might
see in a traditional office. Perhaps they were rented out to the people that
ran the events so that they would have a headquarters of sorts for big events. They
only thing the rooms had were desk space, a computer, and a cup full of pens
and pencils. I took all the pens I would need and moved on.


Now I just needed paper.
The offices were completely bare, but they all had computers. Where there were
a bunch of computers, there was sure to be a printer somewhere. In this day and
age, people don't bring all of their own supplies with them everywhere they go.
Surely they wouldn't bring a big stack of flyers and handouts with them.
Instead they just bring a flash drive and print them here.


I finally found the
utility room. It had copy machines and printers, presumably connected to all of
the computers in the rooms I just passed. After grabbing a stack of paper, I
went across the hall, and around the back of the room where Reynolds was
murdered.


My plan was pretty simple.
I would leave an anonymous message for the entire group detailing my strategy
for dealing with our killer. It would have to be anonymous for a few reasons.
First of all, I would become a target if I came out publically. Secondly, it is
just easier for me to get my thoughts out without people knowing that I'm the
one that said them. I could write out a note alone in an empty room and have
the ability to think before I speak and get the message out correctly.


If I said it in front of
the group, I wouldn't sound like the confident leader that is supposed to get
them through this debacle alive. Whoever the killer was, he could use that to
his advantage and turn the group against me. And most importantly, writing it
all out separates the ideas on the paper from the person that wrote them. If
someone didn't like the plan, they would have to argue against the ideas rather
than argue against the person.


I made it back to the
group without anyone batting an eye. Everyone was kind of hanging around the
lobby talking with themselves or jacking with their phones hoping that whatever
had gone wrong had somehow been fixed. I knew it wouldn't be fixed, at least
not for a while. The killer had set this all up so that we would be trapped in
here with nowhere to go.


I had everything set up in
the room with Reynolds and I knew if anyone in this group had a brain, they
would want to set up camp in that room to make sure no one messed with his
body. I obviously couldn't be the one to suggest this because it might make the
killer suspicious of me when we stumbled upon the note I placed in there.
Fortunately for me, Paul stepped up to the plate and suggested we move to that
room for that reason.


"Hey, guys? Someone
has been here." one of the jocks told us as soon as we walked into the
room. I crumpled several pieces of blank paper and threw them on the ground
near the note to make its discovery even more likely.


"He's still toying
with us." Kari said to no one in particular.


"Wait a second."
Paul said as he picked up the paper and began scanning through it. "This
note is much longer than the one the killer left."


"What does it
say?" Brandon wondered as he looked at Paul, who was quietly reading the
note now.


"Someone else wrote
this." He said, still reading what I had written down only minutes ago.
"It's a survival guide of sorts. Someone is giving us advice on how we
should deal with this situation."


"Wanna read it out
loud perhaps?" one of the jocks asked.


"Sure." Paul
replied, and then began reading from the page. "Dear fellow victims, I'm
as concerned as you are about our safety and want to get everyone out of this
alive—"


"Then why are you
hiding behind a piece of paper rather than saying all of this to our
face?" Brandon interrupted, eyeballing everyone in the room. I could have
answered and risk blowing my cover, but I knew what I had written next would
handle this situation perfectly well.


"You are probably
wondering why I'm hiding behind this note like a coward." Paul continued
to read, "Simple. Because I don't want to die just like you don't."


I quickly glanced over at
Brandon to see that his previously tense expression had relaxed. Paul continued
reading from the page.


"It shouldn't matter
who I am, unless you are the sicko that got us into this mess yourself. Then
you might want me dead because I'm a threat to uncover your identity. I didn't
kill this man, but someone else did and his identity is the one that matters.


"With that out of the
way, there are a few rules I think we should establish to make our survival far
more likely. First being that no one should ever go off by themselves. Any one
of us could've done this. If anyone is alone at any time, not only would their
actions not be known by any of the rest of us, but they might be in danger as
well if no one is around to help them."


The buddy system is the
first rule of group survival. Ironically, had this rule been in place earlier,
I probably would've had to have been a little cleverer about placing this paper
in this room. But it was still important. If I could get away from the group
that easily, then the killer could walk away from the group and perhaps plan
his next attack.


"Secondly," Paul
kept reading the note I had written, "no fighting or arguing. There is a
killer among us, and you have every reason to be suspicious of any one of us.
But the last thing we want to do is start fighting, because that is what he
would want. He wants us to be at each others throats while he picks us off one
by one. If someone is being annoying or provoking you into a fight, be the
bigger man. There is probably a reason he is trying to piss you off."


I added the last few lines
to imply that anyone going out of their way to provoke another person might be
the killer. That isn't necessarily true. This is a tense situation and a lot of
us are probably stressed out and only a few moments away from snapping at
everyone else, but I figured that people would be less likely to be ugly if
they thought that that would bring them under suspicion from the rest of the
group.


"Thirdly," Paul
continued, "don't be a hero. Don't take matters into your own hands. We
don't have to catch the guy tonight. All we have to do is survive the night and
then the police can come in with their detectives and handle this their way. If
you take matters into your own hands, you might end up messing things up more
than you help.


"And finally, don't
trust me. I could be wrong. This could be the elaborate ploy by the killer,
hoping you will act a certain way and thus play into his hand. But I have given
my reasoning behind these ideas. If you think my ideas aren't good, feel free
to discuss it with the rest of the group and perhaps come up with a better
idea. Any time you doubt someone's ideas, it's best to open up discussion to
the group. After the discussion, vote one way or the other. There is only one
killer, so he can't manipulate us if we think like a group.


"One last thing, I
want us all to answer the questions on the back of this note, just to get
everything on record. Please write your answers down on your own sheet of paper
and you aren't allowed to talk with anyone."


There was plenty of paper
for everyone to write on, and only a few simple questions. I wanted to ask
informative things like name, age, occupation and what city they grew up in.
But then I also wanted to know things specific to this day. Why were they here?
Most of us were here for the reunion, but then in the case of guys like Paul,
they were here because this is where his girlfriend graduated. Brandon didn't
graduate here but was part of the staff that was hired to man the door and make
sure only invited people got in.


Then I put down questions
specific to the incident. Where were they when they heard the gunshot and why?
If they could write down specific names of people they were with that they saw
around the time of the murder that was even better. That was the reason I
didn't want anyone talking during the quiz I was giving them. It's hard to lie
and cover for a friend or have him cover for you if you can't speak to each
other.


I learned a lot of things
as soon as the questions were done. The first big piece of news was everyone's
name .The two jocks were named Kevin and Brian. They were both looking for
Brian's wallet at the time of the gun shot, and both of them mentioned that
they asked Brandon about it a good five minutes before shots were fired.
Brandon confirmed both Kevin and Brian's story and mentioned that he was
finishing up putting tables and chairs away when the gunshots were fired. At the
time of the shooting though, he was alone.


Kari answered that her
purse was missing, and she was in the lobby with me when she heard the sound of
the gun. I mentioned in my answer that I was helping her look, completely
leaving out everything linking me to Reynolds. Technically I was lying, but
Kari saw me before the murder, which cleared me of initial suspicion.


Paul's story was the most
interesting. He lost his engagement ring sometime during the reunion. He and
his future wife got in a fight over it and she left the reunion without him. He
spent an hour retracing his steps. But then was interrupted when he heard the
murder happen in the room right next to where he was. So he raced over through
the side door and happened to be the first on the scene. I of course, confirmed
this story since I was the second one there.


It seemed odd that out of
the six of us, three people had lost something at the reunion. Under normal
circumstances, it wouldn't be hard to imagine that three people might lose
something at a convention all on the same night. But it wasn't just all at the
same convention. It was three out of the six of us in a specific event during
the convention. Actually, it was even less of a fraction than that. My being
here obviously wasn't a part of his plans. And if the killer knew Kevin would
stay and help Brian find his wallet, then that fraction turned into 4 out of 6.


If the murderer had plans
to kill again tonight, he would need his victims to be here. The fact that
enough of us were here because we lost something meant that that was his method
for gathering all of his victims in one place. And because of my way of
questioning all of us separately, it made me even more sure that this was his
method of bringing everyone he wanted together.


Even with this new
information, there was no way of knowing what he was planning. Maybe this is
all an elaborate ploy to get away with killing one or two of the people he
brought here. And it wasn't outside the realm of possibility that the guy
behind all of this didn't misplace whatever they were looking for on purpose,
or perhaps even simply lie about it when we questioned them. He would know that
most of the rest of us were here for that reason.


I thought about everyone
in the group. Kari was standing a few feet away from me when the gunshots went
off, and Paul was there only seconds after the killer fled the scene, entering
from another door. Unless he was a very fast runner, there was no way he
could've exited one door and entered back through another that quickly. And I
distinctly remember hearing the back door open and a set of footsteps running
out, soon followed by the door on the other side of the room.


This left Kevin, Brian and
Brandon as potential suspects. Kevin and Brian have each other as alibis. But
it's not outside the realm of possibility that one of them took Brian's wallet
to keep them at the convention center and then at the right time snuck away and
killed Reynolds. Neither of their stories was descriptive enough to rule out
that possibility. And even if the other guy noticed his friend snuck off right
when the murder happened, he probably wouldn't' cast suspicion on his friend
anyway.


But Brandon was probably
one of the most likely suspects. He was definitely alone when the murder
happened. His story was that he was putting tables and chairs away. It would
have been easy enough for him to land this job just by volunteering, and it
would've given him free reign of the convention without people getting
suspicious of his actions. He could've hung back while everyone was having fun,
and it would've been easy for him to snipe an important item from each of these
people without drawing too much attention.


Of course, I had nothing
to link him to any of the crimes. So I was stuck at square one still. I would have
to figure out a way to investigate in such a way that it wouldn't be obvious
what I was doing. Once again, my initial stream of ideas involved some kind of
veiled small talk with everyone in this group. But there was no way I could do
that without it becoming obvious what I was doing. I was bad at small talk.


Well, no one ever wins the
game with their first move. I knew what I had to do: find ways to get more
information. We were in the room the crime was committed in, so any evidence
that the killer left behind would still be in here. I would have plenty of time
to look around the room. And of course, I found some solace in the fact that my
first move had yielded a result of some kind. My list of questions had resulted
in me finding out how the killer got everyone here.


Everyone started to break
off into their own little groups now that nothing was happening. Brian and
Kevin were chatting away about some local sports team off in their own corner.
Brandon and Paul joked about how they got drug into this disaster of a
situation. They were the only two of the group that weren't actually a part of
our graduating class.


I sat under the stage and
watched everything happen. It was actually pretty remarkable how calm everyone
seemed to be despite the fact that they were sharing a room with a dead guy.
Although, maybe it helped that this was a huge room.


"How are you holding
up?" someone asked right next to me., startling me a little I probably
should've figured out due to process of elimination that it was Kari.


"I never get used to
it." I replied while staring off into the distance. I let out a deep
breath to try and calm myself down. At least it was Kari talking to me and not
one of the others. I can only imagine how I would've responded if one of the
others had surprised me like that.


"You see a lot of
dead bodies in your line of work?" she wondered. I realized the mistake I
had made. She still thought I was a game designer from Chicago, not a
consultant for the police department. Even though I hadn't been one for long, I
had seen four dead bodies since joining HPD. Fortunately I could still count
them all on one hand, although I wondered if that fact would still be true
after tonight.


"Heh, I g-guess
not." I tried to play off my previous statement as if it were nothing. But
I wasn't a good actor. Her gaze bore into my side as she tried to figure out
what was behind my words. And it probably didn't help that I was avoiding
eye-contact.


"It's you isn't
it?" she asked.


"What do you
mean?" I replied, trying to pretend that I didn't know what she was
talking about.


"You wrote the note.
Didn't you?"
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"You wrote the note.
Didn't you?" Kari asked. My surprised look probably gave it away, if not
the tons of clues I probably left that she probably picked up on.


"What makes you say
that?" I replied, unable to think of a better response.


"I knew it." she
said, taking my denial as a confirmation of her theory. I had hung around Chief
Taylor long enough to know that trick. He could sometimes cajole a confession
out of a dumb suspect by bluffing that he already knows everything. The
question was did I want to admit it to her? I could probably just keep denying
I was the guy that wrote the note. As much confidence she has that I'm that
person there would be no way to know for sure.


Of course, she would
always have her suspicions. And even if I deny it, my actions would be under
close watch from her until this is over. The only way I could divert those
suspicions would be to give her a reason to think it wasn't me, which wasn't
possible at this point.


And then there was the
question of how she came to the conclusion that I wrote the note. Was I just
the first person she asked? Or was her suspicion based on something more
factual. And if it was, could other people have noticed it as well?


"How did you figure
it out?" I asked. I figured it wouldn't be a bad idea to let someone in on
my true role in this game. Someone that I could be reasonably sure wasn't the
killer.


"Oh, don't worry. I
mostly figured it out from talking to you a lot at the reunion. You write about
in the same style that you talk." she tried to reassure me.


"That's pretty
impressive." I said. I was somewhat shocked that she could match my
writing style to my speaking style with so little reference to go on. I was
also relieved that no one else would be able to figure out that I wrote the
note because I didn't talk to any of the others near as much.


"Ten years in the
field of journalism has helped me figure out what to look for. All those years
I've proofread articles, you start to see patterns." she explained,
"Of course the true confirmation was the look on your face when I asked
you the question. A reporter's trick."


So she had borrowed from
the school of Chief Taylor as I had initially guessed. I realized what kind of
help Kari might be. With her ability to read people and her natural ability to
ask questions, combined with my ability to sort through facts and piece
together what happened we would be a pretty good team.


"You know, I bet
between the two of us we could get everyone else talking." I said,
"We might be able to gain more information that might lead us to the
killer."


"Like…" she
said, wanting more explanation.


"Like." I began
to explain, "Who is he after? Maybe we can find a common thread between a
few of the people in the group, and that would lead to a motive and maybe a
suspect."


"We all went to the
same high school reunion. That's one thing common between the six of us."
she said.


"That can't be it.
The other two victims had nothing to do with the reunion." I responded


"Two victims? Who's
the second one?" she asked.


Damn it. They didn't know
about the murder at Reynolds house. I slipped again. Any more of these and I
would start to look like the murderer. A quick glance in Kari's direction
revealed to me that she was waiting for my response. Telling her who the second
victim was would require me to reveal that I had been lying about why I was
here the whole time.


Would she be mad that I
had lied? She had to understand why I would lie to cover up the real reason I
was here, especially after Reynolds had died. Even if she understood why I
would lie, would she even believe my story? Given the reason I was here, she
might think I was somehow involved with the murder.


"I-I have a
confession to m-make." I began with a bit of a stutter. My anxiety was
coming back, so I reached into my pocket and pulled out a stick of gum in an
effort to relax a bit. After taking a piece I only had two left now.


"Everything I've said
was tr-true." I started again, "Except, it was true a month
ago."


There was a long silence.
I looked around the room. I had forgotten about everyone else for a moment. The
other four people were still on the other side of the room chatting in their
separate circles. I didn't know what about, but then again if I couldn't hear
them then they probably couldn't hear me.


"I used to be a game
programmer in Chicago. And then I got offered a job to work as a police
consultant for HPD." I continued. "Earlier today we were called to a
case in Reynolds' house. A woman in her thirties was shot and killed and he had
obviously been there. His excuse was that he was asleep."


"That sounds like a
weak excuse." she chimed in.


"That's what I
thought. So I found out he would be up here tonight and I wanted to follow him
around to see if there was any information I could gather. Anyone he met with,
places he went, and so on." I said.


"Are you this
tenacious with all of your cases?" she asked.


"No."


"What's different
about this one?"


"I don't know."
I answered. The truth was I knew exactly what was different. My father was
Reynolds' attorney, and I wanted to see the look on his face when we proved
Reynolds guilty. But I wasn't about to delve into my personal life with some
stranger.


"Well, on the bright
side, it seems like the right decision. We're probably close to the guy that is
behind all of this." she said, trying to reassure me once again.


"You are right."
I said in agreement, "Anyways, I have a plan that might get us the
information we need."


"What is it?"
she wondered


"Do you have a deck
of cards on you by chance?" I said with a huge smile on my face.


Normally when I go
scouting for information with Chief Taylor, whether it be interrogating a
suspect or questioning a witness, he takes the lead and I just sort of sit back
and listen to what everyone is saying. Kari seemed to be good enough at
questioning people, given that it was part of what she did for a living.
Although I doubt she ever interviewed a potential murderer before.


But we couldn't just roll in
there and start questioning people because it makes us targets. In any case, we
probably wouldn't get the information we wanted if everyone was alert to what
we were doing. It works when you are actually the police because people tend to
want to prove their innocence. Not so much when you are a civilian. If you
start to show aggression, people go on the defensive. Even if they aren't
guilty of anything, they might be unwilling to talk simply out of principle.


That's where the card game
came in. Kari, as it turned out, didn't have a deck of cards. But when she
asked the rest of the group, Kevin said that he happened to bring a deck of Uno
cards with him because they played it during the reunion. So instead we played
Uno. The reason I suggested a card game is because we needed some kind of
social event where everyone would be present. A card game would work perfectly
because it gets everyone together and then Kari could ask some of the questions
and most everyone would shrug it off as innocent conversation. No one would
question a card game as a strategy to get information because it's natural in
this situation to want to play a game to relieve stress and pass the time.


Of course, we probably
didn't even need a game specifically for this to work. Any type of event where
we could question everyone under the guise of social conversation would've been
fine. The reason I wanted a card game specifically because it would distract me
from the fact that I was around so many people in such a stressful environment.


Normally when I'm
questioning people with the Chief, all the focus is on him. I don't even have
to say anything. The person he's talking to probably doesn't even know I'm
there. In a situation like this though, I'll probably have to participate in
the conversation. That, combined with the fact that I know this is all a big
ruse to get as much information as possible would normally be enough to make me
a nervous wreck. But if I have a game to distract me from what was going on I
could probably bear it.


And Uno is just
complicated enough of a game to distract me. For those of you that haven't
played the game, it's pretty simple. There are four colors of cards, similar to
the four suits that regular playing cards have. You also have cards numbered
from 0 to 9 in each color, multiples of each in fact (an Uno deck has 100+
cards in it usually). In addition to those you have special cards like
"draw two", "wild", "skip" and
"reverse".


The game starts out with
everyone getting seven cards that they are allowed to look at. Then a card is
dealt in the center, and whoever goes first can play a card from their hand on
top of it if it's the same color or number. If they are unable to make a play
then they have to draw from the pile. The object of the game is to play all of your
cards.


"Ok guys, ready to
get crushed?" Kari asked the rest of the group as she shuffled the deck of
Uno cards.


"Is that a
challenge?" Paul asked in response.


"I happen to be an
expert Uno player." joked Kevin "I have been training since childhood
and have mastered the game. Prepare to go down."


The rest of the group
seemed mildly interested in the trash talk these three were throwing out. It
was nice to be able to take a break and have fun once in a while, but it still
didn't distract us from the fact that there could be a killer among us. Some
people were able to rise above it all and have fun, but for others they
couldn't get past the situation we were in. I was probably in the latter group.


They dealt the cards and
Brian went first and played a blue seven on top of the blue four. Then the next
player went, and so on. It didn't take long for me to get into the game. I was
really focused on the moves everyone was making, yet I still clung to reality
enough to crack a smile when someone made a lame joke or complained about not
being able to play anything a few turns in a row.


Between the six of us we
were able to get a conversation going for most of the game. I added in a line
or two to maintain the illusion that I was a part of the group. Then Kari
started to turn steer the conversation where we wanted it to go. There wasn't
anything specific that I wanted to know, but learning what everyone's favorite
TV show is would get us nowhere. So the plan was to ask about their past, or
anything that might give us a motive. Or, if she could detect anything in the
sound of their voice that might lead her to believe that they were hiding
something. That would get us somewhere at least.


"So Brandon,
Paul" Kari directed her question to the two of them, "I bet it sucks
to be stuck here with all of us youngsters."


"How so?" Paul
asked.


"Well, both of you in
one way or another were forced into the situation. While the rest of us were
catching up on old times, didn't you feel left out?"


"Heh." Brandon
half-laughed at the question, "Well, I was busy most of the day checking
people in and out so I didn't have time to feel left out."


"Yeah, and I was too
busy being a waiter all night." Paul answered, "At least you got paid
Brandon."


"True."


Well, so much for sparking
a conversation that might get us some useful information. On the bright side,
we weren't finished playing. We still had a solid half-hour to try and get
answers.


"And I'm out of
cards. In yo face, old man!" Kevin bragged at Brandon. The two of them had
developed somewhat of a friendly rivalry within the card game. Kevin won game
one and we were about to start the second game.


"You seem pretty
excited to win a card game." Brandon retorted.


"Hey, I told you I
was the Uno master and you didn't listen." Kevin said, "So I had to
remind you."


They continued their
banter well into the second game. I had ended the first game with three cards
left, which was third place to Brandon with two cards, and of course Kevin won
the game. But what they didn't know was during the first game I was collecting
information on all of their tendencies, something that might be useful for
future games.


While I wasn't the type to
be able to look at someone's body language and automatically know what they
were thinking like Kari could, I could observe miniscule actions of others and
if I knew enough about the situation I could form conclusions that could help
me win later on. In a strategy game with a fog of war mechanic, the winner
usually comes down to who can get the most information about the other the
fastest. So this type of information collection skill is vital.


Brandon played his yellow
three, and then proceeded to shuffle his cards back and forth within his hand.
In a situation like this, people seem to relax and let their guards down. And in
the process they leave a lot of clues that they aren't even thinking about.
Brandon shuffling his cards was one of the many clues he was leaving.


I noticed that out of the
six cards he had in his hand, he would keep four of them together and shuffle
the other two on either side of the set of four. His turn finally came back
around, and the card in the center of the table had been changed to blue. When
he laid down a blue nine, I immediately was able to figure out the rest of his
hand: three blue cards and two yellows.


I knew this because from
watching him during game one. He liked to separate his cards by color. Most
people like to do this actually. But in Brandon's case, he would casually
shuffle his cards when it wasn't his turn. I saw that sometimes he would
shuffle them in three groups, and other times two or four, and the groups would
rarely be uniform. He was shuffling around a group of four and a group of two
just a while ago. From this information I was able to draw an accurate
conclusion about his hand.


I didn't have as good
information on the others, but for the most part I was able to guess with
reasonable accuracy as to what colors they did and didn't have as well.


"Draw two, old
man." Kevin taunted Brandon as he threw down his Draw 2 card, but by this
time the card in the center was red. Kevin had wasted a Draw 2 card because
Brandon would've had to draw and possibly pass his turn anyway.


"Keep talking,
kid." Brandon shot back, playing into Kevin's "old-man" joke
even though he was only five years older tops.


"I will keep talking.
Ride that train." said Kevin.


"What? Ride that
train? What does that mean?" Brandon wondered, I was a little curious as
to what he was talking about also.


"You know what it
means. Isn't that how you got around back in the day?" Kevin said, drawing
a laugh from Brandon.


"I got around in a 90
Ford Mustang, V; chick magnet back in the day." he replied.


"It's not much of a
chick magnet when the person driving the car is a chick deterrent." Kevin
kept hounding on Brandon. And to his credit, their tones both implicated that
they were taking the jokes in stride.


"I'll have you know,
I was a bit of a ladies man back in high school. Wrestling team, ranked #9 in
the state my senior year. I didn't have much trouble in that department."
Brandon shot back. Looking at his build I would've guessed football, but
wrestling makes sense as well. He was a hair over six feet tall and somewhat
muscular.


"That's only because
you could put them in a choke hold if they turned you down." Kevin landed
another verbal jab.


"What about you
Kevin? The way you are railing into Brandon over here you must've been a
comedian back in the day." Kari decided to jump back into the
conversation. I realized what she was doing. She was trying to get everyone to
jump in and talk about what they were like in high school, and see if that led
to any new information.


"Nah, I was a jock
too." Kevin admitted, proving that my conclusion I drew about him earlier
was spot on, "I was a baseball jock though, so Brandon probably has me
beat in that regard."


"Kevin and I were
both baseball jocks throughout most of high school." Brian decided to
chime in. The way they hung around each other so much I figured they must've
been good friends. "Won the championship our junior year but then some of
our best hitters left for college."


"Yeah, that kinda
sucked." Kevin said, "And of course, I didn't have trouble with women
either. Although I'm sure you probably already knew that, Kari."


I tried to figure out what
he meant by that last remark. Maybe Kari and Kevin ran in similar circles in
high school. I didn't remember much about either of the two of them from high
school. They never talked to me back then, so I didn't talk to them.


"I'm probably the
only one here still doing the same thing in now that I did in high school. I
worked for the newspaper in high school, and I'm still in journalism
today." Kari noted.


"Nerd in high school,
still one today." I chimed in with my one sentence for the conversation. I
rocked back and forth in my chair to relieve the anxiety building up inside of
me. I needed to focus more on the game or I would probably lose it.


"Yeah, I guess we
really let ourselves go after high school. I still play sports every now and
then, but definitely not at the level I was back then." Brian said.


The conversation
continued, but we never were able to steer the conversation back towards
something that might give us good information. And by "we", of course
it was just Kari doing most of the work. She probably didn't want to look too
obvious asking something very specific. Which I thought was a good move. There
was no reason to make anyone suspicious of you when there wasn't much to gain
from it.


So I let the rest of them
talk and I focused on the game some more. Kari was in the lead with only one
card left. Brandon and I had two, and the others had three or more.
Unfortunately the card she had in her hand was a wild card, so when it got to
her turn she was able to win it no matter what color or number was in the
center.


Kari for some reason was
the only person in the group that I couldn't see any trend or notice any habits
with. Maybe it was because she was so engaged in the conversation that she
didn't have time to order her cards or play them a certain way. Or maybe she
was just good at hiding small tells like that. After all, she was the only one
of us that worked in out in public the most.


"I think I need a
bathroom break, deal me in the next game." Paul said, as he stood up from
his chair. He didn't make a move to leave immediately. A few of us wondered
silently what he was waiting for.


"Well?" He
asked.


"You don't need our
permission to go." Kevin joked as he shuffled two piles of Uno cards
together into one big pile. He then proceeded to deal them out to the four of
us as well as himself.


"We aren't supposed
to go off by ourselves remember?" Paul reminded us. I was the one that
made the rule and I had forgotten about it already. Good thing someone else was
on the ball.


"Mike, you can go
with him this time. We'll alternate with everyone else so it isn't the same
person going each time." Kari said. Everyone else was quick to agree
because they didn't want to leave the game.


I had a feeling she
volunteered me because she knew I was the least likely to complain about it.
And she was right. If I had complained, then it would be a little more awkward
at the table. Besides, being around only one other person was better than being
around three.


I went up and headed off
with Paul to the restroom that we all knew by now was just outside the room and
around the corner.


 


 

















Chapter
Twenty-Two


 


 


I walked with Paul to the
restrooms around the corner, thinking about any new information I got on the
members of our little group. Kari was in the journalism club back in high
school. Brandon was on the wrestling team. Kevin and Brian were friends that
played baseball. Those seemed like insignificant details, but who knows what's
insignificant at this point? Information is information. What might seem
pointless now could be the key to solving this mystery when later information
comes in. So what else did I know?


From playing cards with
the five of them, Kari, Brandon and Kevin seemed to be really sociable. They
liked to joke around and have fun with each other. Meanwhile, Brian, Paul and I
seemed to be happy fading into the background. Brian probably played
"Robin" to Kevin's "Batman" all through high school. I
should ask Kari if she remembers anything about what they were like back then.
The more information I had on the group, the better.


"So you were a nerd
back in high school as well?" Paul asked, referring to my one sentence
comment I said back at the table. I felt kind of awkward having a conversation
with someone I didn't know. However, it was just one person, and with him
directing the conversation all I really had to do was answer his questions.


"I suppose you could
say that. Although-um, is someone that likes playing video games a lot
considered a nerd?" I responded.


"Yeah, that term is
used to vaguely. At this point it pretty much means anyone that isn't one of
the 'cool' kids." he said.


"Yeah." I
agreed.


"I was a chess-club
nerd. So I was probably a few levels of nerd higher than you were." he
joked. I laughed but didn't reply, thinking the conversation was about to end.


"I bet you got picked
on a lot back in the day." he continued.


"Not really. I don't
think anyone knew I existed." I replied, making it sound more depressing
than it actually was. Sure, I didn't really socialize much in high school, but
I had my own life.


"Really? I got picked
on all the time." he told me. He didn't seem upset about it. More like it
was just a part of his life that had come and gone and now he was past it.


"Maybe it was the
high school you went to." I said, according to the questionnaire I had put
together he had grown up in Dallas, "You don't seem that phased by this at
all. I would never have guessed that you were a nerd like me had you not said
anything."


"Well, I'm a
different person now." he responded, "I realized fast that high
school was just four years of your life, and I had the rest of my life to live.
College changed me a ton. Sure, I still had the same general personality, but
there are little things that are different. By the time I had graduated and
gotten a job, it didn't seem like that big of a deal. I'm sure the same people
that used to pick on me every day are working at Burger King while I'm making
real money."


"Heh, yeah that's
true." I agreed. I didn't really have much to add to his story. The Paul
that was talking to me now seemed much different from the version he had
described moments ago. There were subtle things about his personality that I
noticed during the Uno game that still point to him being a nerd in high
school. But everything else about him had changed.


We arrived at the men's
restroom and I decided to go while I was here. It was dead silent between us. I
guess neither of us had a conversation topic to go to after the one we had just
jumped off of. I was still thinking about it, and something kept bugging me.
Paul was a different person after high school. Brandon, Kevin and Brian were
all jocks in high school but now they seemed like normal people with jobs. Kari
had followed her hobby in high school and turned it into a career, sure, but
that doesn't necessarily mean she was the exact same person.


I guess everyone grows up
in their own way and becomes an adult. Was I any different though? Sure, I was
able to function in the adult world, but I was still a major introvert. I hated
to go out in public and socialize. Talking to people made me nervous at times,
and sometimes it was unbearable. I hated conflict with a passion.


You changed enough to
leave your job in Chicago and take up the consultant job here in Houston.


Perhaps I did. But I
wasn't a real detective. I didn't question suspects, the Chief did. He talked
to everyone while I hung around. If I had something I needed to say while he
was doing his thing, I would text him or give him a note in some way. Whenever
I had to present my theory about the case to the rest of the squad, it wasn't enough
to just tell them what I thought was the truth. Sometimes I would send an
email, and if it had to be done in person I would write down what I was going
to say and practice saying what I had written down for about an hour before
finally presenting it to everyone else. Sometimes I hated that I got so nervous
speaking in front of others.


You are selling yourself
short. Remember what Chief said about you and your "gameface": that
you can be as good as any detective he has worked with sometimes. 


I had one thing to hang
onto, and that was that the Chief saw something about me that I didn't. He
thinks I have this separate personality that I can tap into whenever things get
tough. Maybe he's onto something. Too bad I couldn't turn it on and off at
will.


Paul and I made it back to
the rest of the gang a few moments later. They had stopped playing Uno but for
the most part were still talking around the table. No more game meant nothing
to distract myself from the awkward social situation I would be in if I joined
the rest of the group.


I decided to bust out my
DS and mp3 player and sit down at another table nearby. But I didn't actually
turn the mp3 player on. I realized that listening to music would be
counter-productive since I needed as much information about the rest of the
group as I could get. However, putting earplugs on created the illusion that I
was enjoying whatever music was coming out of my mp3 player. Thus, you weren't
expected to participate in the conversation.


Then I had the DS, which
was actually on because I still needed a game to distract me from this awkward
social situation just like I did back when I was playing Uno. So I put in
Advance Wars and settled down in my seat. I had an extra chair next to me to
prop my leg on. This was probably the most comfortable I would be all night.


Unfortunately the
conversation at the other table never really got personal again. They
complained about work, talked about local sports teams, and argued which movie
that came out this year was the best. Virtually worthless information.


I almost completed the
campaign mode in Advance Wars that I had started back when I had just arrived
at the reunion. They must've talked for over an hour, probably closer to two.
Eventually Brian decided that he needed to go to the restroom and the group
decided Paul had to go with him.


"You've been here for
awhile." Kari said, sitting down on the other side of the table,
"Must be really into that game."


"Research." I
muttered, smiling at my own lame joke. It's not that often that I'll say
something that's even remotely funny. Not that I don't have a sense of humor,
just I don't have the good delivery that comedians these days tend to have.


"You were listening
to us the whole time weren't you?" she asked, pointing to my headphones
still attached to my ears.


"Yeah." I took
my headphones off now that the jig was up. "Did you get anything while I
was gone?"


"No, we just retold
stories of old teachers that we either loved or hated."


I could only imagine the
conversation they had, and I was glad that I didn't have to sit through it this
time. If I hadn't been in the bathroom at the time I would've had to sit at the
table and pretend like I was following their chatter. And I wouldn't have been
able to hide behind my DS and MP3 player.


"Say, you knew Kevin
and Brian right?" I asked casually.


"What makes you say
that?" she said somewhat defensively.


"Kevin said that you
knew what he was like, remember? When you asked him about what he was like in
high school." I answered.


She hesitated a bit, like
she was deciding what she wanted to say or how to say it. I might not have been
good at reading people, but I figured out from her pause that they knew each
other more so than I had thought.


"I, um." She
began, "I kind of dated Brian throughout high school."


"Why not mention any
of this before?" I asked. I wasn't exactly angry, just surprised that
there was such a major connection within this group that I was just now
becoming aware of.


"I'm not exactly
proud of it." She then went on to explain the back story, "My best
friend and I dated both Brian and Kevin. At first it was fine. We went out and
had fun together. They played JV baseball, and my friend was on the
cheerleading squad. Then by the time they were seniors they were a part of the
popular clique, and I wasn't. I ran the school newspaper by then. A few months
before graduation we both decided it was time to end it."


"What about your
friend?" I asked.


"Her and Kevin dated
for a little while longer and then they both went their separate ways when college
started." She continued with her eyes glancing off in the distance.
"She had changed too much, and we fell out of sorts even though we both
went to college in Texas. We just didn't keep in touch after high school. I had
heard she lived in Houston, so I asked if she wanted to meet up at the reunion
and catch up on old times. But she never showed."


"So what were Brian
and Kevin like back then?" I wondered.


"Oh, the same. Kevin
thought he was a comedian and Brian was his running buddy." She explained.
"They really let their popularity in high school get to them. They could
be so mean sometimes."


"How so?"


"Oh. I don't
know." She had been staring off to the side the whole time, but suddenly
her eyes locked with mine, "Have you ever looked back through your past
and wished things were different?"


"Yes." I said.
Every day of my life, I silently thought to myself.


"Sometimes I look
back at my past self and wonder how I could've been that stupid." She
said. I tried to think of something to say that sounded reassuring, but nothing
came to my mind. This was probably what seemed to bother her on the dance
floor. Reunions do have a tendency to drudge up the past when you don't want
it.


"I guess if we knew
all the answers from the get go then we wouldn't have to learn from mistakes we
make as kids though right?" she said, trying to break herself out of her
bad mood.


I was silent for awhile,
thinking about how this could possibly affect the case. Kari and Brian used to
date in high school. Maybe it's the key to the case, or it could mean nothing.
Kari, Brian and Kevin aren't connected to Reynolds as far as I could tell. The
fact that they used to date probably isn't motive. But I couldn't ignore that
out of the hundreds of people at the reunion, three of the six of them knew
each other. Which meant that it was likely that one of the three was the killer
and the other two were potential victims.


The only flaw in that
logic was that any one of the six of us probably would've figured out that they
knew each other by now, and would be coming to the same conclusions that I just
did.


Unless, the killer planned
on using fear to keep us from gaining as much information as we had already. If
I hadn't stepped in and set up rules, would we have been as calm about the
situation as we are now? If I hadn't warned everyone not to head out alone,
then that would have given the killer free reign to go off on his own and make
preparations to kill his next target. I was able to run off on my own to create
the rules in the first place.


And my rule about not
arguing probably kept the killer from trying to stir up distrust between
everyone in the group, which would've prevented the casual conversation that
resulted in me getting this information. It is possible the killer thought we
would never make the connection between the three of them. Which meant my list
of probable suspects were Kari, Brian and Kevin. And since Kari was only a few
yards away when the first shots were fired, that narrowed the list down to
Brian and Kevin.


I still didn't have any
evidence on anyone, but if I focused my efforts on one or two people that were
likely to be the guy, then I could probably neutralize any attempt the killer
could make to claim his next victim.


"Deep in
thought?" Kari asked, bringing me back to reality.


"I'm sorry. It's just
this whole situation is pretty crazy." I apologized.


"Yeah." she said
trailing off. I wonder if she made the same connection that I did. If so, she
probably knows she's a potential victim. "Mind if I ask you something
personal?"


"What?"


"You just got a
personal story from me, so it's only fair right?"


"Sure." I said
in agreement.


"You said that you
are a consultant for the police." she said.


"Yes." I
replied.


"I bet you got to
work with your friend Jessica then." she said. I took a deep breath.
Probably should've seen this question coming, but it still shocked me a little.
After I admitted that I was really working for the police and the mention that
Jessica was a former officer herself, it wouldn't be hard to put two and two
together. She probably assumed that Jessica was the reason I got the job, which
is technically true but for a completely different reason than one might think.


"Yes." I said
after a long pause.


"So, if you don't
mind me asking, how did it happen?" she wondered. The truth was, I did
mind. But she just told me her story about dating Brian in high school. It
would be sort of a kick to the face to refuse to talk about this after she just
confided in me about something.


"Someone was murdered
in a hotel room." I began, leaving out key details like it being my hotel
room and the fact that I was the prime suspect in the murder, "We followed
a lead and it led us to this warehouse. Turned out he was waiting for us. Back
up arrived in time, but she died in the crossfire."


"Oh my God." she
said in shock. "How did this not make the news?"


"I don't know for
sure." I answered, even though I had a pretty good guess as to how this
didn't make the news. I know that some people in the media keep police scanners
with them so that they know where the latest crime is. I used chewed gum to
keep the radio I had on, and it broadcasted Jessica's confession to everyone
with a radio tuned into that channel, police and media alike. But they didn't
know where the crime was being committed or who the victim was or who did the
shooting.


I'm sure that Taylor used
his cell phone to inform others what was happening. And of course, when the
media questioned him about it the next day he didn't say anything. So they
printed a story about a cop getting shot, but with virtually no details, video
or photos of the event it wasn't much of a story so no one heard about it.


We both were silent for
awhile. I had given her enough of the facts to satisfy her curiosity on the
issue. Of course, I wasn't going to give any other details. I certainly wasn't
going to tell her that Jessica turned out to be the killer. That was a story
that you just don't share with someone you just met.


If I had known that this
would be the last real conversation that we would have tonight, maybe I
would've enjoyed some small talk while it lasted. Of course, if I had known why
this would be our last real conversation tonight, I probably would've been
planning ways to stop it rather than wasting time. See, I didn't know it at the
time, but the killer was about to make his next move.


I got about few minutes in
of silence and then it happened. I heard Kevin yelling from a cross the room. I
look over and he looked as if he were about to come to blows with Brandon.


"Where did you hear
that!?" he screamed at Brandon.


"What are you talking
about?" Brandon replied, seemingly clueless as to what Kevin was talking
about.


"You've been quietly
harassing me this whole time! I know I've was joking with you earlier, but that
was just fun. I would've stopped if I knew it bothered you." Kevin raged
on.


"It didn't bother me.
And I still don't know what you are talking about." Brandon responded.
Brandon was much bigger than Kevin was. Being a former wrestler, I'm sure he
still went to the gym every week to keep his figure. He was still sitting in
his chair as Kevin stood tall only inches away, obviously not afraid of a fight
breaking out.


"You think this a
joke? What kind of man taunts someone behind their back and then pretends it
never happened?" Kevin asked. Someone needed to stop this before it got
out of hand. This couldn't end well.


"I don't wage battles
behind people's backs." Brandon answered as he got up, stood inches from
where Kevin was and stared him down. Kevin shoved him backwards and wound his
fist up to throw at Brandon when he came back. Brandon avoided Kevin's punch
and dove after him.


They both landed on the
floor and continued trying to hit each other. Paul ran over to try and break
them up. He grabbed Kevin and pulled him away. Brandon's head was slightly
cooler than Kevin's, so he stopped fighting as soon as Kevin was dragged off.


"Where did you hear
that!?" he screamed at Brandon again. His hair was a mess and his face was
kind of scratched up. Brandon looked better, having been the better fighter and
all. He still looked clueless.


"Guys." Kari
interrupted. "Brian is missing."


Instantly everyone looked
around to see where Brian was. And as if on cue, we heard a yell in the
direction of the lobby. It was far enough away to not be distinguishable, but
close enough to tell that it was a male voice. I looked around the room to see
if anyone else was missing. Nope, everyone else in our group was accounted for.
Which meant Brian went off on his own, and now something had happened.


"Brian?" Kevin
yelled into the air. It popped into my mind to remind everyone to remember the
rules. No one go off alone. If we split up, it gave the killer an advantage.
But I remained quiet. Everyone had followed them without any reminder so far,
so they didn't need one now right?


No, not right. Kevin ran
off at that moment towards the noise. I tried to run after him, but Kevin had a
ten second head start on me and was much faster than I was. He was out the door
before I had made it halfway across the room. Now a second person had gone off
by themselves, and with a potential killer out there that meant he was a dead
man unless he was the killer himself.


I knew at the very least I
should stay with someone, that way I would know where at least one person was
while everything was happening. Brandon was heading in somewhat the same
direction as I was after Kevin, so I let him pass me up and I kept tabs on him
during our search for Brian.


Every now and then we
would hear noises that made it seem like he was a few dozen yards ahead. Then
we would get to the place we figured the noise was coming from only to find
nothing. This meant either the fight had moved, or someone was running away. I
couldn't tell which it was.


This left me with two
working theories. Brian could be the killer. He set up this distraction as a
way to get away from the group and then take out his targets in the chaos. Then
by reversing the things he did to block cell phone signal and lock the doors,
he would escape. The only problem with this theory was the giant coincidence of
a fight that led to his disappearance. I don't see how he could've coaxed the
two of them to fight, unless he didn't. Maybe he just took advantage of a
situation and ran.


The other theory is that
Kevin was the killer. He started the fight between him and Brandon that served
as the distraction. And then when we found out Brian had disappeared, that was
his opportunity to run which created the confusion that would allow him to take
out his victims. Of course, the problem with that theory was that he had to
somehow make Brian disappear. He might've done it before the fight with Brandon
with out us noticing, but it didn't seem likely.


The search went on for
roughly five to ten minutes. We had made it all the way to the end of the lobby
and turned into one of the hallways that went along the side of the last room.
Kari and Paul were already there with grim looks on their faces as they stood
by an open door that seemed to lead to some kind of maintenance room of some
kind. Something had happened.


Something happened
alright. When we got to where Kari and Paul were, we were greeted with the view
of Brian's body, dead on the floor.


 


 

















Chapter Twenty-Three


 


 


His body lay on the floor,
and a quick scan led me to the conclusion that he had been choked to death. I
couldn't find any bullet holes or knife wounds that would suggest one of those
two methods. I wasn't able to spot any blood at all. That didn't rule out
something like poison, but choking seemed more likely because I could see the
scratches around the neck.


I reached into my pocket
and pulled out my pack of gum. I needed something to relax as this situation
had gotten really tense and stressful. Unfortunately, it looked like this was
my last stick of gum. This piece would really have to last.


With Brian now dead and
Kevin still unaccounted for, Kevin was looking really good for this. He was the
one that created the distraction, and he had run off to find Brian in the first
place. But it was still a question as to how he got Brian all the way on the
other side of the conference.


And then there was the big
question, what is his motive to murder Brian? Of course, it doesn't surprise me
at all that someone would do that to a friend. I had been on the receiving end
of that and I was lucky to escape with my life. But what was the reason for it
in this case? That was still a mystery.


"We should probably
stay together now." Paul suggested. No one even discussed it. Everyone was
in agreement. The mood had darkened in the group. Someone had died, and someone
else was missing. This wasn't time for playing Uno, it was time for survival. I
realized that this was probably what the killer had been hoping for from the
beginning: the group of us scared and a little paranoid that death could come
from anywhere.


We walked down the hallway
in dead silence. I didn't dare look at anyone else. Instead I was staring at
the floor, which was carpeted with a green and red diamond pattern. I played
the usual "don't step on the edges" game that I'm sure a few of us
have played every so often when they were bored and walking at the same time.


In playing the game, I
noticed something odd. It was very faint, but you could see drag marks in this
hall way. Some of the carpet fibers had turned in such a way that it looked
like someone had dragged something relatively heavy on the ground. It couldn't
have been something for one of the events today, because they probably would've
used something on wheels to make it easier to move. No, this was probably done
by the killer.


And since we had just come
from Brian's body, it seemed likely that he had been dragged down this hallway
to the room that he had finally been dumped in. If that were true, then how did
he get here from the lobby where the noises came from? Or more important than
how perhaps: why. Something wasn't adding up.


"Oh!" was all
Kari could say as we arrived at the intersection of two hallways. One look to
the left and we were all surprised by the dead body of Kevin, hanging from a
closed door by a rope.


"No." Paul
looked disturbed after seeing his second body in only a short amount of time.
Brandon and I wore shocked looks on our faces as well. Both of my suspects had
been killed, leaving me with even more questions to answer and no theories.


At least this confirmed my
theory about suffocation with Brian. The rope used here might have actually
first been used to choke Brian. Surely a rope could've caused the scratches on
Brian's neck.


"Let's move him to
the floor." Brandon said, "He's creeping me out hanging like
that."


I briefly considered
reminding him that we shouldn't touch the body because it could destroy
evidence, but I think at this point we were beyond that. There were three
bodies worth of evidence now, multiple witnesses, and multiple weapons used.
Surviving was the most important thing.


Brandon opened the door
and Kevin dropped, causing Brandon and the rest of us to take a leap back in
surprise. The door was forced open from the weight of Kevin's body and the rope
fell down on top of him. This meant that it was the door that he was hung on,
rather than being fastened to something on the inside of the room.


I found that kind of odd.
That meant that the killer would've had to have pulled him up from inside the
room, and then closing the door after feeding the rope back to the hallway. If
the Kevin had been alive at the time, he would have struggled to get free and
thus made this maneuver virtually impossible. The killer must have killed or
subdued him and then hung him up on the door.


"What's this?"
Paul bent down to pick up a small sheet of paper on the ground. I had a feeling
I knew what it was. The killer had left us a note after killing Reynolds. This
was probably another message.


"Three down, one to
go." he read the note for us. The fear in his voice was noticeable as he
spoke the words. If Reynolds, Brian and Kevin were the three, then who was the
one?


I got a quick glance of
the reaction from everyone else in the hallway. Brandon tried to look
undisturbed by this whole thing, but you could tell that seeing his third dead
body today really got to him. Paul was a little less subtle. With his head down
and eyes closed it was like he was trying to block this whole event out. I
recognized that look; it was what I would sometimes do when I wished I was back
at home instead of out in public.


But it was Kari's reaction
that was the worst. She couldn't help but look back at the dead body of someone
that she knew. The confidant smile that she usually wore was replaced by a look
of panic. Was it just the look of someone who'd cracked under the stress of the
situation? Or did she have a shocked look on her face for another reason?


*  *  *


The four of us made it
back to the room with Reynolds' body in it, as that had been considered
"headquarters" at this time. One of the original reasons we chose
this room was so that we could guard Reynolds' body. That was probably a moot
point now considering how much evidence the killer has undoubtedly left behind
in killing three people now.


The four of us were
separate now. We all sat at different tables, with no words being exchanged
between us. Brandon was a table away, but he seemed to be deep in thought. Paul
and Kari were on the other side of the room with their own tables. Paul had the
same look he had in the hallway. Kari had calmed down and was fidgeting with
her cell phone, still unable to get it to work.


The empty faces of Kevin
and Brian after being murdered were fresh on my mind. Reynolds' death I had
virtually no control over, and there was nothing I could've done to stop it.
Brian's and Kevin's deaths I could've prevented if I had been brave enough to
speak up and tell Kevin that we needed to stick together. I tried reasoning
that he had run off because he was involved in this. But now that I know that
isn't the case, the only thought in my mind is how I could've saved him.


People make mistakes. It's
not your fault.


But I didn't just make a
mistake. I knew what needed to be done and I didn't do it because I was afraid.


It's okay to be afraid.
You saw how everyone reacted after they saw Kevin's body. Everyone is afraid
that they might be the last victim. 


I'm not just afraid now.
I'm always afraid. I can't just walk up to someone and talk to them because I
get nervous. When the situation requires public speaking, I try to weasel
around it. Instead of dealing with my father face to face I run away from him
and hide behind the one way mirrors. It affects my job. I can't ask suspects a
question, so I text the Chief and have him do it for me. And for what reason?
What am I afraid of?


You have quirks. So does
everyone else in the world. Its how you deal with them that defines you.


Well, my quirks just got
someone killed. I'm beginning to doubt there is such a thing as a "game
face". This whole time we've been here, there have been countless times I
could've been the hero, but I froze. I let Kari do most of the grunt work
asking people questions, and Paul was usually the guy that kept people
following the rules that I had wrote out for us in the beginning. I just sat
back and did nothing.


And what did I have to
show for it? There were too many questions and no answers. All the suspects I
had were dead, I had no theories to go on, and had no clue how the killer
managed to orchestrate every move he made.


All the possible suspects
had already been eliminated because it would be physically impossible for them
to murder these people. Kari was only a few yards away when shots were fired.
Paul had entered the room right before I had; right after the killer had taken
off. Brandon I was with while Kevin and Brian were murdered.


Perhaps I was looking for
two killers and not one. Brandon had no alibi for Reynolds' death. Paul was the
last person to see Brian alive, because they both went to the restroom right
before the fight took place. Brandon creates the distraction by riling Kevin up
and that splits up the group. Paul uses the confusion and kills Brian and Kevin
while we are off looking for both of them.


I shook off that idea. If
it were two killers, they wouldn't need such an elaborate plot to accomplish
their goal. Kari and I were done for if Brandon and Paul were behind everything
because they could easily take us out. Besides, I couldn't find a motive for
either of them to kill Reynolds, Brian or Kevin.


So we were back to
"one killer" theories. Of the three remaining suspects, Kari was by
far the most likely person to have done all this. She was the only person who
knew any of the victims. Reynolds could've been killed before with a silencer
and then the sound of a shot being fired could have been made on a delayed timer,
even though I had yet to find any evidence of such a timer. And then of course
she would make her appearance in the lobby to make sure she had an alibi when
the sounds of shots being fired were heard by everyone. Kevin would've been an
easy enough to kill if she was able to subdue him in some manner. And Brian?
Ok, Brian was a little harder to explain, but the same was true for Brandon and
Paul.


I let out a sigh. You sure
know how to pick 'em don't you, Mike. Was this all a set-up from the beginning?
The killer made sure his victims were here by stealing something of value to
them. That way they would have stayed late to look for it. Brian lost his
wallet, keeping both him and Kevin at the convention center. Paul lost his
ring. Brandon stayed late because he was part of the crew that had to put
everything back. But what about me? The killer knew I hadn't lost anything,
because he didn't take anything away from me to keep me here. I was the only
person that didn't have a reason to be here. That's probably why she suspected
I wrote the note.


If she was the killer, why
did she give you all that information about her background? Why did she help
you at all?


I don't know. Maybe she
thought that once she had killed Kevin and Brian that it wouldn't matter if she
had been found out. So therefore giving me that connection between them
wouldn't matter. In fact, it had put me on the trail of Brian and Kevin for
awhile. And now she knows that I've probably figured it out. I could be the
last victim in the note.


This is all just
conjecture. You have no solid proof to support this theory.


But it fits far better
than any other possibility. She's the only one alive that knew Kevin and Brian.


What about Reynolds? So
far there is no connection between Kari and Reynolds, and no possible motive
for why she would kill a stranger and then two old classmates. Until you can
explain that, any of the others make just as much sense. 


There wasn't a connection
between Reynolds and anyone here as far as I could tell. But the problem was
that I had virtually no knowledge of anyone's background outside of what I had
learned in conversation. If I was at the police station, I could run background
searches on everyone and look for commonalities. Maybe two of them used to work
together, or perhaps there was some legal disputethat both people were involved
in, or an accident of some kind, or one of them used to teach at a university
where someone attended.


Actually, I might be onto
something with that last idea. Since Kari knew Brian and Kevin through high
school, then perhaps Reynolds used to be a science teacher of some kind and
something happened in high school that linked all of them together. I remember
Brian had brought one of the old yearbooks from high school, I saw him carrying
it around.


I looked over and at one
of the tables near the wall. Brian had left his stuff: his keys, cell phone,
and one high school yearbook. I went over to grab it and brought it back to my
table.


I flipped through the
yearbook until I could find the faculty section. It was only a few pages long,
and was sorted by last name alphabetically, so it wasn't that hard to find the
section where Reynolds' name would be. My nerves started to tingle thinking
that I might be close to breaking this case wide open.


I had no such luck though.
There was a Reynolds, but it was an Edward Reynolds and didn't look anything
like the guy that was dead in the middle of the room right now. Not even a
family resemblance.


Family… could that be it?
Maybe Reynolds had a son or daughter that went to high school at the same time
as we did. The yearbook was split by grades, so four separate times I was
disappointed because I couldn't find a single Reynolds in the yearbook. I put
the book down in frustration.


Just because I couldn't
find the connection doesn't mean there wasn't one, it just meant I didn't have
the information I needed to find it. It was our senior yearbook, it was
possible whatever connects Reynolds with Kevin and Brian happened during our
first three years. Reynolds could've quit our senior year, which would be why
he wasn't in this yearbook, but he would have been in past ones.


It was a little
disheartening to have questions and not have a way to prove the validity of
your answers. There was little I could do. I had no database I could plug names
into to find new leads. This yearbook was the only database of any kind I had.
It would have to give me the answer somehow, or I would just have to wait for
the killer to make his final move.


I couldn't think of any
other use for this yearbook. So I just sat in my chair, and let my head fall
down into my hands. I sat there for a while with the yearbook still open,
hoping that some kind of answer would come to me. About two minutes into my
meditation, I heard the chair on the other side of the table pull out, followed
by the sound of someone sitting down. Kari perhaps? I didn't make a move to see
who it was, hoping maybe they would ignore me.


"So." a voice
said. It wasn't Kari's. It took me a few moments to recognize Brandon's deep
voice. "What are you doing?"


I let out a sigh. He asked
a question directed at me, and that probably meant he expected me to respond.
So I lifted my head up off the table to discover that it was in fact Brandon
sitting across from me, and I answered him saying "I-I'm looking at this
yearbook I guess."


"You look like you
are up to something." he said. He was right obviously, but he didn't know
what. I couldn't begin to think of a way to explain what I was doing, and why I
was doing it. And I couldn't think of a lie that sounded even remotely
believable.


"I'm going to level
with you a little." he stated once he realized I wasn't going to
immediately answer him, "I was with you when those two buddies were choked
a while ago. So I know you couldn't have done it. And you know I couldn't have
done it for the same reason. So there is no reason for either of us to be tense
around each other."


He had a point. I knew it
wasn't him that was the killer, so there was no reason not to trust him with
the knowledge of what I was doing. So for the second time today, I told someone
the real reason I was here. Even if it took me a few tries to get everything
out.


"I-I-uh… I haven't
been c-completely honest with you guys." I stuttered through my first
line.


"Why are you so
nervous?" he asked.


"I-uh… I get
n-nervous sometimes. I'm-uh… I'm a shy kind of person. Especially around
st-strangers." I eventually got out.


"Ok, just take your
time and say what you want to say." he told me. I took a few deep breaths,
and formulated what I wanted to say. It took a few moments to memorize the
speech I had just created, and with a much calmer voice I was able to get out
my story.


"I-I'm not a game
p-programmer like I said before, but I used to be. Now, I-I'm a consultant to
HPD." I said with my anxiety at a much lower level than it had been.


"So this isn't your
high school reunion?" he asked after awhile. I could tell that he wanted
to ask why I guy like me was solving crimes, but probably realized that
wouldn't move the conversation in the right direction.


"No." I
answered, and then quickly realizing my mistake I corrected myself. "I
mean yes. Yes this is my reunion. But no, I didn't plan on going
originally."


"Why are you
here?" he wondered.


"The man that was
originally shot over there; I was following him. He's a suspect in another
crime." I told him, and then I spilled the rest of my story, "When he
was shot, I was just as surprised as you were. And then it led to the situation
we find ourselves in now—"


"So it was you that
wrote that note with all the rules." Brandon caught on fast.


"Yes." I
confirmed, "And now I'm trying to figure out if there is a connection
between Reynolds and Brian and Kevin."


It was a relief to be able
to get all that off my chest. Sometimes it's stressful to have all the secrets
and not be able to tell anyone. Now that I had calmed down, I listed the basic
things I knew about the case. Kari's past relationship with Brian, the killer's
method for bringing his victims together, everything I could think of I told
him in a span of five minutes or so.


"The connections to
Kevin and Brian are obvious, but there is no connection with Reynolds. And that
is why I have this yearbook here." I finished up my little speech I had
mentally prepared.


"And so far,
nothing?" Brandon wondered.


"Nothing." I
answered with a tinge of disappointment. "There is only so much I can do
with just a yearbook. I can't even look up any of the people here in the
yearbook because we only have the first names of these people. First names that
we only know because that's what they told us their name was. So hypothetically
they could be anyone."


"They couldn't have
gotten in without a driver's license or some kind of ID, so we know they are
who we say they are." Brandon said.


"Well yeah, but that
doesn't help us because we haven't seen the driver's licenses ourselves. They
could've gotten in with a legit ID and lied about who they were now." I
explained.


"Maybe you haven't
seen an ID from any of these people, but I have. I manned the entrance to the
event." Brandon said "You don't remember 'You know my name, but I
don't know yours'?"


I visibly sighed. Of
course I remembered that stupid line. I don't know what made me think of it. He
chuckled quietly as he had gotten the reaction he was hoping for. I suppose I
should've been embarrassed but instead I was glad that the mood at the table
had slightly lightened up.


"I remembered that
you manned the entrance, but you probably saw dozens of IDs. Without knowing
which of us were going to be here at the time, you would've had to have
remembered everyone's full name." I said.


"I probably should've
explained earlier that I have a very good memory." he said with sly grin
on his face. "For five hours I sat at that desk and did the same
repetitive tasks all day. Memorizing information off of IDs is something that
makes the day go by faster. In my line of work, sometimes remembering the right
details gets you extra points with the boss. Usually I'll forget it by the next
day, but for several hours I could have a lot of information memorized."


I stared at him in
amazement. Never would I have guessed that he had this kind of ability just
from being around him these few short hours. I still had a hard time believing
that something like this was possible. Of course, there was a way to find out
for sure how good a memory he had.


"Do you remember the
full names of everyone here? Start with me." I said.


"Ok. Mike. Mike.
Mike. Mike." He closed his eyes and repeated my name several times like he
was mentally sifting through a stack of files in a drawer somewhere. "Mike
Anderson, Texas driver's license."


"Impressive."
was all I could say. He wasn't looking at a cheat sheet unless he had scribbled
my name on the back of his eyelids. "Ok, now Kevin, Brian and Kari."


He did the same mind sift
thing that he had done before and came up with their names. I looked them up in
the yearbook fast and confirmed that he was correct. He seemed to be impressed
with himself. I think it was because this was the first time he had put his
little quirk to use in a long time.


"Ok, now Paul said he
came with his fiancée, and she went to this school. Do you by chance know her
full name as well?" I asked.


"I'm sorry,
bud." he said "Too many people to be able to match names with faces.
Much less remember who was with who. Sorry."


"Ah, don't worry
about it. It's still pretty impressive what you can do." I said. So the
human digital camera had a limit to his ability. The sad thing was as much as
he was able to recall, I still could do nothing with it. Full names don't really
help me.


"Do you remember
anything else from the IDs?" I asked.


"Street names and
driver's license numbers are too hard for me to remember. Identifying what
state the license came from is easy because a lot of people were from Texas. I
believe the only out-of-staters of the six of us were Brian from North Carolina
and Kevin from Michigan. Everyone else was from Texas." he said.


"Well what
about.." I began saying as I tried remembering what information might be
on a driver's license. I might as well get all the information from Brandon's
skill as I could. "I don't know, date of birth?"


"Well, the exact date
would have been too much to remember, but pretty much everyone was born around
'76-'77." he answered, "It's a high school reunion so that is
expected."


I should've figured date
of birth would get us nowhere. Something bothered me about this whole thing. I
sometimes got a feeling when a piece of information was out of place, but I
just couldn't put my finger on it. After about half of minute of thinking I remembered
what it was.


"Paul was here with
his fiancée." I said.


"Yeah. But I already
told you, I wouldn't be able to tell you who it was unless I had a first name
or last name to go by." he reminded me.


"No, no. It's not
that. It's--" I began, "It was her reunion, not his. I thought he was
a few years older. Are you sure he's our age?"


"There were so few
people that weren't your age, it would've stood out if his license was anything
but '76-'77. I'm absolutely sure." Brandon said, "It's probably a
coincidence that they are the same age. People don't really date that far out
of their age bracket these days anyway."


It might be a coincidence.
Or, maybe Paul lied about not graduating here. He claimed to be here with his
fiancée, but I never saw her with him. And then of course she gets in a fight
with him and conveniently leaves before all of this goes down. He could have
made this whole thing up. Of course, if he knew Brian, Kevin and Kari from back
in high school, why didn't any of them remember who Paul was?


"Brandon. Do you
remember Paul's full name? I have a hunch I want to look into." I asked.


"Paul Williams."
he answered after doing a few seconds of his mind sifting technique. I looked
up Paul Williams in the yearbook. It was there, but the photo was not available.
The guy didn't show up for picture day. His name is in the yearbook, but I
couldn't confirm via photo that it was actually him. Paul Williams is a common
enough name that it could just be a coincidence.


And then I remembered what
Paul had told me as we both went to the restroom. He was in the chess club.
Maybe that was a lie, but it was worth a shot. So I went to the beginning of
the yearbook where the photos of all of the extra-curricular activities were. I
flipped through pages of Choir, Band, Orchestra, Football, and Basketball
pictures.


Baseball was next, and I
made quick work of those pages as well. Something caught my eye that made me
turn back to the baseball section just as quick. I scanned the page for what it
was that had caught my eye. It was a picture of Brian with Kari, his girlfriend
at the time and Kevin with his girlfriend as well. It looked like this picture
had been taken right after a game and the four of them were celebrating.


Brian, Kevin and Kari were
all easily recognizable, but that wasn't had caught my eye. It was the fourth
person in that photo: Kevin's girlfriend. I had seen her before, but not
because I knew her from back in high school or because I had seen her at the
reunion.


I had seen her this
morning, dead in Reynolds' living room. The Kevin's girlfriend in the photo was
Jean Glandy.


Three down, one to go.
That's what the killer had written. I had assumed he was referring to Reynolds,
Kevin and Brian. But this photo clearly indicated that the three in the note
referred to Jean, Kevin and Brian. And that meant the 'one' in the note
referred to Kari.


I looked across the room
where Kari and Paul had been, but the two of them were no where to be found.
The horror on my face had become noticeable to Brandon.


"What's wrong, Mike?"
he asked.


"It's Paul. He's the
killer. And he's gone." I jumped out of my seat, "We have to stop him
before he kills Kari."


I didn't even wait for him
to answer. I just ran.


 


 


 

















Chapter
Twenty-Four


 


 


Adrenaline pumped through
my veins as I sprinted towards one of the doors on the other side of the room,
near where Kari and Paul had been before they disappeared. How long had they
been gone? Maybe it was already too late. Maybe she's already dead. No, I
thought, it wasn't too late. I had to believe she was still alive. I had let
him kill Brian and Kevin. I wouldn't let him kill Kari. I wouldn't let him beat
me.


"Mike! Wait a
second!" I heard Brandon say from across the room. I ignored him. Time was
a factor now. Perhaps Paul planned out various ways to put himself in position
to strike at his victims, but he probably didn't have a plan for me finding
out.


I was sure of who, but the
how or why escaped me. All four victims at one point had been friends in high
school. That's what connected them. Paul must have gone to the same high school
as the rest of us. He told us that it was his fiancée's reunion because if we
knew he went to the same school it would put him under suspicion when fellow
classmates started dying.


I got to the door and
opened it at lightning speed. It led out to the empty lobby. I glanced around
hoping to find clues, and nothing jumped out at me. I was running out of time
fast. They could be anywhere. If I started opening every door in this
convention center, I would waste what little time I had left.


Then it hit me: the drag
marks that led from Brian's body down the hall to where Kevin had been hung on
the door. Both Brian and Kevin had been unconscious before being choked. So if
that was his MO, it's likely that he did the same to Kari. I needed to look for
drag marks leading out of the room I just came from.


Once I knew what to look
for, the drag marks stuck out like a sore thumb. They seemed to lead towards
the room where my reunion was held. That makes sense; he had a reason to be
there during the reunion. It would've been easy to plant things to make his
murders easier. I ran too the double doors that marked the entrance of that
room and opened them, not knowing what I would find on the other side.


The lights were still on,
all but confirming that I was in the right place. It took me awhile to scan the
entire area, as it was large enough to fit over a hundred people. But soon I
spotted Paul on the other side of the room. He had already noticed my arrival.
His mouth was open in shock.


"Well, I have to say
I didn't expect you to show up." he said.


"You didn't think we
would figure out it was you?" I asked. Surely he wasn't that arrogant.


"No, I allowed for
the opportunity that you would figure out it was me. Chess taught me to never
underestimate an opponent." he said, "But you specifically showing
up. That means you wrote the note. You were my opponent this whole time? I
suspected Brandon was behind the note, maybe even Kari considering her obvious
attempts to get us to talk. She was always the smart one of the four of
them."


Were we that obvious? I
guess I should've been insulted that he didn't suspect me, but then again
that's what I was going for. While everything was happening, I hid in the
background trying to figure everything out. And with a little bit of luck, I
was finally here. I had figured out who the killer was. The game was over. Too
bad reality wasn't over.


"You killed four
people. Why?" I asked, referring to Jean, Reynolds, Kevin and Brian. He
hadn't killed Kari yet, he wouldn't be here if he had. "What did they do
to you?"


"They gave me the
most miserable four years of my life!" he cried out. His tone had changed
from calm and calculated to emotional just like that. What was he referring to?
But I figured it out soon enough. He had told me that he had been picked on in
high school. I remembered Kari had asked me if I had ever looked back through
my past and wished anything was different. Her friends must have bullied this
kid, and she regretted not doing something about it.


"I thought you said
you were over that?" I asked.


"I was." he
admitted with emphasis on the word 'was', "I graduated with an Engineering
degree from UT, got started in a company in Houston and quickly rose within the
ranks. I had a life. I was no longer the chess nerd from high school. I had a
great job and was independently wealthy."


He paced back and fourth,
no longer looking at me. It seemed like he was lost in his story. He said he
had a life. He had money, he had a job. He was a different person. What changed
all that? Why give all that up?


"I was at the ten
year reunion, and I saw Jean, Kevin and Brian." he continued. "After
all those years of waiting, I could rub my success in their face. That would
make me feel better about myself. But when I told them who I was, they said
they didn't even remember me. Four years of torment and you forgot who I was? I
decided right then and there that I would make them remember."


He was still stuck in the
past. All of those years went by and he claimed he had changed, but he was
still dwelling on the events of his youth. He couldn't get passed what had
happened to him. And now these four innocent people had to pay, potentially a
fifth as well.


Not if I had anything to
say about it. A split second later I was running full speed at him. He saw me
coming, but with both of us unarmed the only thing he could do was defend
himself.


"Lights out." he
said, pulling something from his pocket. It was a remote of some kind. He
pushed a button and the room went completely dark. I was forced to stop my
attack since I could no longer see.


"What the…" I
mumbled. This was something I had not planned for.


"You've been trying
to stop me for a few hours, Mike." he said, "I've been planning this
day for five years. During my free time at work I was able to make a few
gadgets that might help me when this day finally came. You've already seen a
few of them."


I couldn't see him, but I
could still hear him. I could tell from his voice that he was in roughly the
same location. And because it was dark, he wouldn't be able to see me. So if he
kept talking long enough, I would be able to approach him and perhaps take him
out.


"You've also heard a
few of them." he said, suddenly his voice was a few feet behind me. The
suddenness of the change startled me. No way could he have moved that fast. And
while his voice was louder, it didn't sound like he was projecting from twenty
feet away. It was almost like he was using a microphone.


"You are starting to
figure it out aren't you?"


It wasn't his real voice,
it was a speaker. This room was lined with speakers so that everyone in the
room could hear the person on stage, and he had the microphone. Being so close
to the speaker and with him lowering his voice I couldn't tell where he was any
more. I would have to move away from the sound of his voice over the speaker if
I were to gauge his true location.


"I jacked into the
speaker system that was already in use here. Then with the use of some clever
engineering tactics, I was able to orchestrate every move I made today."
he bragged.


He was wasting his time
telling gloating about what he did today. Did he not watch movies? If you waste
time explaining your master plan, it gives time for the good guy to do
something to defeat you at the last minute. My gut told me that there was more
to this than just bragging about his actions. This man was a chess player in
high school. He was the quiet, planning type. Something told me there was a
method to his madness.


"I hacked into the
event organizers email to see who had RSVP'd for the event. Jean was the only
one not on the list, so she had to go first." he explained, "It took
mere hours to find her. I followed her from her work to someone's house. After
a night of planning my move in my car on the streets, I killed her next morning."


I had been slowly making
my way away from the sound. The softer the noise got, the easier I would be
able to hear the real Paul talking. But during the middle of his little speech,
the direction where the sound came from had changed to a speaker a few yards
away. Paul must've been onto my plan and switched the sound over. But that
implies that he knows where I am. How is this possible?


"The only thing I
didn't factor in was the other person in the house, the person that lived
there: Reynolds." he continued, "I never saw him, but he had me on
one of his hidden video cameras entering the house. He thought he could
blackmail me. It was pure luck that he was planning on being at the same
convention center where I had already planned to commit three more murders."


Just like I had thought.
Reynolds didn't kill Glandy, but he knew it was Paul the whole time. He was
probably in his room when she was shot. He saw opportunity to make money when
he figured out that he had video evidence against Paul.


As I was processing Paul's
story, I slowly moved away from the voice coming from the speaker. I had gotten
almost to the middle of the room when suddenly a speaker right above me clicked
on and his voice came from there. That confirmed my suspicions. He somehow knew
where I was and was blocking my attempts to gage his location.


But how? Night vision?
Unlikely, I thought, because none of his other plans involved having to find
someone in the dark. He wouldn't have brought something unless he was sure he
would need it. No, it was one of his gadgets that he used in the murders that
coincidentally he was also able to use to figure out my location in the dark.


"After his speech I
lured him into one of the empty conference rooms and shot him. While I ran to
the side door to make it seem like I had just entered the room, I played the
sound of footsteps on the other side that would make it seem to people about to
enter that the killer had just ran off." he said.


I realized that all the
key components of the case were sounds. A running noise was made to create the
illusion that the killer had left when in fact he was still in the room. The
yells we heard from the other end of the conference room that we thought came
from Brian probably came from a speaker he jacked into over there. That got us
going the wrong way, giving Paul the time to subdue and strangle both Brian and
Kevin with a rope. That's why the drag marks I saw didn't match where the noise
had come from, because the noise was faked.


The whispering taunts that
Kevin had thought Brandon had made at him were actually made by Paul on his way
back from the bathroom using his microphone set up. Kevin had yelled 'Where did
you hear that?' at Brandon, because he thought he heard Brandon say something
that only someone from his past would know about. Perhaps some nickname he
hated, I would never know for sure what was said unless Paul told me himself.


Wait a second. How did
Paul know which speaker to make the sound come from if he wasn't in the room?
Some kind of motion sensing device? He probably programmed the system so that
the default would be for sounds to output through a speaker that someone was
near. That's why he was telling this long drawn out story. Maybe he was
bragging, but every sentence he spoke told him where I was.


I was in trouble. The
sound of the speakers would always drown out the sound of his voice unless he
was right next to me. Meanwhile, he would always be aware of where I was in the
room with reasonable accuracy. And once he got in position to attack, he would
have the upper hand in a fight. There was nothing I could do but wait for him
to land the first punch.


Now that I had been
standing around for a few minutes, the adrenaline in my body had started to
wear off and anxiety and nervousness began to control me. I wasn't used to
being backed into a corner with no where to go. I couldn't run, I couldn't
fight. I just had to wait, surrounded by darkness, for my unknown enemy to
strike.


Pull yourself together,
Mike. You aren't good to anyone scared. 


I closed my eyes, took a
few deep breaths and tried to calm down. Paul was still going on about every
little detail in his plan, and his voice blasted into my ear, rendering that
sense useless for anything else. It was like the crowd noise at the end of a
close basketball game.


Instantly I saw myself on
the court during the final play of that Lakers/Bulls game I played earlier. I
was in the body of Kirk Hinrich, staring down Kobe as he came down the court.
But I couldn't see him; the crowd was just too loud. I tried to drown it out
and concentrate on the court. More deep breaths. More focus.


And then finally, in the
pauses between his sentences, I could hear a slight shuffling of his feet. I
was able to finally tune out the crowd. Kobe Bryant became visible, bouncing
the ball on the court repeatedly. THUMP! THUMP! THUMP! The rhythm of the
bounces matched my heartbeat and the movement of Paul's feet in the darkness.


Suddenly the rhythm got
faster. He was probably ten yards away and the foot steps started to get
louder. He had stopped talking, now was the time for his attack. I turned to
square up to the direction he was coming from. As his pace sped up even faster,
my heart rate climbed. In a few seconds he would make contact with me.


But now I was ready. Right
before he ran into me I leaned forward and used my back leg to brace myself.
His outreaching fists flew right over my head. The weight of his body first hit
my shoulders. Automatically I grabbed onto his lower body with one arm and his
shoulder with the other and pushed upward. With my low center of gravity I was
able to use his momentum against him and throw him over my shoulder.


I heard him skid on the
ground and collide into some folded up chairs and tables that were up against
the wall. The impact must've pressed whatever button that had the light off,
giving me the ability to see once again. I rushed over to the pile of fold up
chairs and tables that he was under. I cleared away a few tables and chairs
that ended up on top of him and, checking Paul's pulse, come to the conclusion
that he had been knocked unconscious in the collision with the wall.


Moments later, Brandon
opened the nearby door and ran into the room in a panic. He surveyed the scene
before him and realized that there was no longer any danger so he calmed down.


"Sounds like you did
all the heavy lifting here." Brandon said with a huge grin on his face,
matching the one that I had as a result of the tension in the room taking a
nosedive. I looked at the carnage, shocked that I had been the cause of it.


We found Kari hidden in a
corner of the room near the stage with rope around her neck, behind where Paul
had been when I first entered the room. She was also unconscious but still
alive. My guess was that Paul had used something like chloroform to knock his victims
out before suffocating them with a rope or even his bare hands.


In one of his pockets I
found a small device about the size of an mp3 player. This was probably the
controls to the signal jammer he placed somewhere in this building. After
messing around with it for a few seconds I was able to turn off the jammer,
which allowed me to use my cell phone. My first call was to the Chief.


"I hope you have a
good reason for waking me up at two in the morning." Taylor said with a
yawn as soon as he answered the phone, "did you break the case or
something?"


"I found the guy that
killed Jean Glandy." I said, getting right down to business.


"You what?"
Taylor asked.


"Bring a few officers
and some paramedics with you to George R. Brown. Two people are unconscious, three
dead." I told him.


"Mike, are you
okay?" he sounded worried.


"I'm fine. I'll give
you the whole story once you get up here." I replied, hanging up. The
whole exchange only took forty-one seconds.


*  *  *


We tied Paul up with the
rope that he tried to choke Kari with, and I had Brandon keep an eye on him as
I welcomed Taylor and about a dozen officers that he had brought with him to
the scene. Paramedics arrived and went to work quickly. The media made it a few
minutes later after that, and suddenly the picture was complete.


"I guess I should be
mad that you went behind my back investigating this crime, but as far as I know
you did nothing illegal. And you can't argue with these results." Taylor
said. I had given him the short version of what had happened here, encompassing
the basic events of the night. The first time I had heard of where three people
have died and it was considered a good thing. If the killer had gotten away,
this would have been a nightmare of a news story. But instead we caught him, and
had enough evidence against him to ensure a conviction. That gave Taylor
something to smile about as he said "You did good work today."


I knew that I had done a
good job today. But something about being appreciated for my actions made me
smile inwardly. I was never the person to want to be in the spotlight, but to
know that I had gained another notch of respect from the guy in charge of law
enforcement in this city was a big deal to me.


"You don't mind if I
give my official statement in the morning do you? It's late, and I've been up
all night. And—" I had been interrupted.


"Go ahead. You need
the rest." he said.


It had been a long day. I
had been up since eight in the morning when Taylor had called me down to the
crime scene at Reynolds' house. Now it was getting close to three in the
morning, which meant I had been awake for nearly nineteen hours. It was late,
but I could still do math on this little rest.


I stuck around for a few
more seconds to make sure I hadn't forgotten anything important, and then I was
off. But before I took more than a few steps, before I could even completely
turn around, I ran into the last person I expected to see this late: my father.


What was he doing here
this late? My only guess was that he was supposed to meet with Reynolds after
the research conference, and he never showed. When he heard about the murders
that happened here he put two and two together and got here as fast as he
could. But I bet he didn't count on Reynolds being one of the victims.


"So, you work with
the police now?" he asked with a look like he had just figured it all out.
I hadn't spoken to him at all since I got the job nearly a month ago. It wasn't
a surprise to me that he didn't know.


"Yeah. Quit my job in
Chicago. What happened to your firm in Florida?" I asked, looking at the
ground. I didn't feel like running to avoid him again. A few seconds of small
talk couldn't hurt.


"That fell through so
I came back here and started my own firm." he answered. I gave him a nod
to show that I understood, but couldn't think of anything else to ask. What was
I supposed to do, talk about my day? Other than genes, we didn't really have
anything in common. Yet, for some reason because we were related and hadn't
seen each other in more than fifteen years we were supposed to have a
conversation that lasted longer than a minute.


"I don't know what to
think." he said in frustration, breaking the silence, "You graduate
high school, and I never hear from you again. Then last week we run into each
other and you give me the cold shoulder. After fifteen years it seemed like you
hadn't changed a bit."


He wanted me to argue with
him. He was a lawyer; his life was getting from one argument to the next. If I
tried to fight back I was just playing into his hand. It was pointless. I continued
looking at the ground, waiting for him to finish his rant.


"Look at yourself
right now! You aren't even defending yourself! You can't even look me in the
eye and tell me I'm wrong!" he continued his angry ranting. I continued to
pretend he wasn't there.


You want to talk about
disappointment? First time I see you in fifteen years, and I get a speech about
why I'm such a horrible person. You haven't changed either. That's what I
wanted to tell him. But I knew I was just wasting my time.


"But…" he paused
for a few seconds, like he wasn't sure how to say his next sentence, "I
hear you saved some woman's life in there. The Mike I used to know never
could've done that."


I looked him for the first
time since the start of this conversation, and I saw the same look of shock on
his face that I had. I still didn't know what to say. Thanks? That might've
been the right thing to say, but I couldn't bring myself to open my mouth.


"Maybe I was wrong
about you." he finally said, and then he walked right past me and started
heading towards the media hanging out just outside the crime scene tape. He's
never admitted he was wrong before. Maybe I was wrong about him as well. After
fifteen years, he had changed some too.


I continued heading to my
car. Thankfully I didn't have to go through the media line to get to the
parking garage with my car, which was on the second floor of the garage right
next to the edge. It gave me a good view of the aftermath at the convention
center. I didn't get to appreciate it for that long because I wanted to get
home.


I jumped in my sedan, set
everything up for my ride home. I put my phone on the car charger and put a new
CD in the stereo. I turned on the engine and started backing up. Right as I was
about to turn up the volume on my stereo I heard my name being called outside.


"Have you seen Mike?
Where is he?" I heard off in the distance. I finally found the source of
the voice, and it was Kari. She was being checked out by paramedics, sitting
down in the back of one of the ambulances. It looked like they had cleared her
and she was now asking around for me.


You should go down there
and see her. She probably just now heard what happened and wanted to thank you
in person.


I honestly thought about
it for a while. But then my desire to get home overtook me. So I put the car in
drive and began the trip back to my place. The journey back lasted about twenty
minutes or so with virtually no traffic on the roads at this time of night. It
would've been a perfect setting for me to listen to my CD, but I didn't bother
turning the sound up. Too much was on my mind on that ride home.


Eventually I made it back.
Ash greeted me with at the door. The scowl on his face seemed to suggest he was
mad I got home so late. I gave him food and apologized for being home late. How
did Ash know I was supposed to be here earlier anyway? Maybe I shouldn't be so
quick to apologize. Maybe the cat would think I was late no matter what time I
came home.


Afterwards I glanced
around my dimly lit apartment. I had it all to myself. No one was playing Uno
at the table and cracking jokes, or talking about what they were like in high
school. And most importantly, no one was secretly plotting to kill the rest of
us. As late as it was, as tired as I was, I knew I wouldn't be able to get to sleep.
You don't just have a near death experience like that and then sleep it off.


You could've stayed for
awhile. 


I know I could've stayed
for awhile, but I think we all know why I didn't want to. I banged on the
counter with my fists a few times in frustration. Why couldn't I just be like a
normal person who can socialize with others without it bugging me so much?


Paul was even more of an
outcast than I was. He claimed he had changed; that he had grown up after high
school. Of course, he still was bothered by what had happened to him in the
past and that ended up ruining his future.


So does anyone ever truly
change for the better? Paul had claimed he changed, but he still seemed like
the man he described to me from high school rather than the person that had
been able to rise above everything as an adult. My father was able to admit he
was wrong to me, of course that was after a minute long rant about how I had
disappointed him.


Maybe you change a few
things about your personality, but you are still you. That's what worried me
going into the future. No matter what I did I would be that scared kid that was
afraid to be around anyone. I would always be me, and there was nothing that I
could do about it. I had been like this for so long that I didn't know how to
be anything else.


I didn't want to think
about it anymore. So I turned on the my TV and changed the channel to one of
the local news affiliates, with all the media that had been there as I left the
convention center there probably was some breaking news coverage.


"We're here with Kari
Matthews, one of the surviving victims of this terrible crime spree. Kari, can
you tell us what it was like in there?" the camera had zoomed out and now
showed the face of Kari on the screen with the newspersons microphone pointed
at her.


"Horrible. I think
I've seen my fair share of dead bodies in this lifetime. Then it was my turn. I
was knocked out before I even knew what hit me. I blacked out thinking that
this might be the last conscious moment I would have. But then about an hour
later I woke up, and some paramedics were checking to see if I was okay. One of
the other guys told me who it was that saved me. Someone named Mike; I never
got his last name." Kari said, turning to the camera, "Mike? I never
got the chance to talk to you. So, if you are watching this, I want to thank
you for saving my life."


The newsperson took the
microphone back and started talking, but I couldn't pay attention to anything
after hearing Kari's speech. The memories of what had happened when I
confronted Paul were starting to come back to me. It was dark, and Paul was
running for me at full speed. Somehow I reacted fast enough to counter his
attack, without being able to even see him. If I hadn't actually been there, I
wouldn't have believed I had done it.


I was the same guy that
couldn't be around people I didn't know without turning into a nervous wreck.
And yet, when the chips were down I almost became a different person for
awhile. This time I saved someone's life. Maybe I would never completely
change. Maybe I would always be afraid of social situations. But part of me had
changed.


And that would have to be
enough.
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